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Research suggests that low congregant engagement has negative consequences for both 
religious organizations and congregants (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Lim & Putnam, 2010). 
This study combined four methods in an attempt to take a comprehensive approach to examining 
congregant engagement, including the value of congregant engagement within religious 
organizations’ strategic communication efforts, factors that influence congregant engagement, 
and outcomes of congregant engagement. In the process of examining engagement, this study 
joined concepts and theories from public relations, sociology of religion, and the network 
perspective to propose a new model, titled the networked devotional-promotional engagement 
model. This study was separated by two phases. In phase one, this study situated relationships as 
a form of engagement and proposed a new model of relational engagement that clarifies concepts 
like covenantal relationships and devotional-promotional communication campaigns. Within 
phase one, this dissertation examined what megachurches do and how they perceive their efforts, 
as well as the potential results of their efforts. In phase two, engagement was expanded into three 
tiers, with relational engagement occurring within the second tier, and factors that influence 
congregant engagement were examined, as well as outcomes of congregant engagement. Results 
suggest megachurches aim to realize the networked devotional-promotional engagement model 
by utilizing devotional-promotional communication campaigns, congregants’ webs of 
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relationships are associated with their level of engagement, and congregant engagement is 
associated with higher levels of capital as well as a stronger relationship with God and the 
Church. This study provides practical implications for practitioners involved in issue-based 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
So then, those who had received His word were baptized;  
and that day there were added about three thousand souls. 
—Acts 2:41, New American Standard Bible 
Throughout history and across the world, people have gathered to worship gods, idols, 
prophets and other types of deities. Worship has occurred in private and in public, through 
historically organized religions and locally-created ones, and in nations across the world. 
Religion has been an influential force in people’s personal lives, in the forming and splitting of 
nations, in wars, and in the creation of laws. Some argue that religious worship and yearning for 
a greater meaning is a component that is fundamental to the human experience (Park, 2005). One 
such religion, or collection of denominations, has influenced American politics and culture for 
the past hundred years (Gjelten, 2017; Marsden, 2006; McLaughlin, 2018).  
Christianity is widely practiced in the United States and across the world (Pew Research, 
2016). Currently, billions of people abide by a specific faith (Pew Research, 2012). In America 
alone, 76.5% of the adult population self-describe as “religiously affiliated” with religions such 
as Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Hinduism (Pew Research, 2014). Of the estimated 187.3 
million Americans who identify as religiously affiliated, Christians make up 70% (Pew 
Research, 2014). In simpler terms, if the United States had only 100 people, 70 of them would 
identify as Christians with 47 of those Christians specifically identifying as Protestants (a 
specific form of Christian doctrine, separate from Catholicism and Mormonism) (Alper & 
Sandstrom, 2016).  
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Christians have a variety of options to choose from when it comes to worshipping and 
gathering with other believers. Currently, there are an estimated 384,000 Protestant churches in 
America, and 51,920 of those belong to the Southern Baptist Convention, which is the largest 
Protestant denomination (“Annual Church Profile,” 2018; Brauer, 2017). With a variety of 
options comes numerous types of churches, both in denomination (e.g. Lutheran, Methodist, 
Southern Baptist), as well as sizes (e.g. community, city-wide, nation-wide, and international). 
One church type that receives ample interest in the news and amongst scholars are 
megachurches.   
This dissertation research examined the public relations efforts of megachurches and 
outcomes of those efforts in order to contribute to scholarship on engagement. This study utilized 
four methods to answer nine research questions that focus on how megachurches practice public 
relations, factors that are associated with congregant engagement, and outcomes of congregant 
engagement. This research contributes to public relations theory by advancing previous research 
on relational engagement, the devotional-promotional engagement model, public-centric and 
organization-centric relationships, and by clarifying several concepts that other scholars can 
utilize when researching organizations that center on an issue. 
Megachurches in the United States 
Megachurches are defined as Protestant religious organizations with 2,000 or more 
weekly congregants (“Megachurch definition,” 2015). Megachurches typically have the 
following characteristics, as described by “Megachurch definition” (2015):  
…[megachurches have] strong charismatic senior ministers, many associate pastors, large 
staff, robust congregational identity that empowers 100’s to 1000’s of weekly volunteers, 
an identity that draws people from a very large area…, a multitude of programs and 
ministries organized and maintained by members, high levels of commitment and giving 
by members, seven-day-a-week activities at the church, contemporary worship, state-of-
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the-art sound and projection systems, auxiliary support systems such as bookstores, 
coffee shops, etc., and huge campuses of 20-100 acres… (para. 17) 
 
Compared to the average 186-person congregation in the United States, even the smallest 
megachurch is over 10 times larger (“Fast Facts,” 2015). While some critics claim that 
megachurches are a 21st-century trend that will eventually die out, select megachurch pastors use 
Acts 2:41 to argue that megachurches are not a new phenomenon (Kwon, 2010). Megachurch 
pastors posit that their large congregations reflect that of the very first church led by Peter in 
Jerusalem, approximately 50 days after Jesus’ ascension to Heaven (cf. Acts: 2:41; Kwon, 2010). 
Over the next several pages, the introduction will discuss several aspects of megachurches, 
including their locations, beliefs, growth, and why they are unique when compared to the 
average congregation.  
Location of Megachurches 
While megachurches are present in all regions of the U.S., they tend to form in the South 
and West regions and close to major metropolitan areas (“Database of megachurches,” 2015; 
Earls, 2017). For instance, the top five largest megachurches in the U.S. are located in Texas, 
Georgia, Oklahoma, and Illinois and have a combined total of 157,872 weekly congregants 
(“Database of megachurches,” 2015). When considering the number of megachurches, as 
opposed to size of the megachurch, California, Texas, Florida, Georgia, Tennessee, and North 
Carolina have the most megachurches of all 50 states in the United States (Earls, 2017). Within 
each state, megachurches typically form in or around metropolitan cities such as Atlanta, 
Houston, Dallas, or Oklahoma City. The locations are important to clarify because megachurches 
are not, and should not, be dismissed as a typical “Southern” tradition that only occurs within the 
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Bible Belt region of the U.S. In fact, megachurches occur across the U.S. and the single state 
with the most megachurches is California (Earls, 2017).   
Within the U.S., research suggests that megachurches are strategically located within or 
right outside major metropolitan areas (Warf & Winsberg, 2010). For instance, megachurches 
are generally located in suburban areas where they are “accessible mostly by automobile, with 
ample parking, often near highway intersections” (Warf & Winsberg, 2010, p. 41). The strategic 
location is illustrated with North Point Community Church and LifeChurch, which are located in 
Alpharetta, GA, and Edmond, OK. Alpharetta and Edmond are two cities located just outside 
major metropolitan areas, specifically Atlanta and Oklahoma City. The point is that 
megachurches have developed a pattern regarding their locations and according to the pattern, 
megachurches are typically located in the South and West regions of the U.S., in or around major 
metropolitan areas where access to the megachurch and parking are abundant.  
Megachurches across the U.S. have several similarities, including a multitude of 
programs, ministries, and suburban areas in which they are located. However, megachurches 
vary regarding denominational affiliation. Next, the introduction will review the denomination of 
megachurches and beliefs within these Protestant communities. 
Denomination of Megachurches 
Megachurches are not limited to one single denomination; however they all abide by 
Protestant beliefs (“Database of megachurches,” 2015). For instance, “Database of 
megachurches” (2015) lists 65 different denominations of megachurches, including Assemblies 
of God, Calvary Churches, Church of Christ, Episcopalian, Pentecostal Assemblies of the World, 
Quaker, Lutheran, and more. Furthermore, several different types of similar denominations exist 
within this list, including American Baptist, Baptist General Conference, Bible Baptist 
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Fellowship, Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, General Baptist Association, Missionary Baptist, 
National Baptist Convention, and more. While their denominations differ, megachurches all 
abide by Protestant beliefs, including “sola fide” and “sola scriptura” (Zylstra, 2017, para. 1). 
Zylstra (2017) explained the origins succinctly: 
In 1517, Martin Luther staked his soul on two revolutionary ideas: sola fide, that 
justification is dependent on faith alone; and sola scriptura, that Scripture is the only 
ultimate authority for Christian belief and practice and does not need oversight from 
church leaders or tradition to be read and understood. (para. 1, emphasis in original) 
 
In other words, Protestants believe that justification, or the act of God removing eternal 
punishment for one’s sin while also atoning for the sin through the sacrifice of his son, Jesus, is 
based on faith alone from the believer, as opposed to any other effort, including financial, 
volunteer, etc. Additionally, Protestants believe that the Bible is directly inspired by God and the 
Bible is the supreme authority regarding faith and practice. The belief that the Bible is the 
supreme authority is in direct contrast with the Catholic faith, for example, which depends on the 
Pope and other religious leaders to interpret the Bible and who believe that the process of 
justification depends on faith and dedicated efforts, acts, or works. 
Non-Denominational. While over 60 denominations exist for megachurches in the U.S., 
between 34% and 40% of megachurches are non-denominational (“Fast facts,” 2015; Warf & 
Winsberg, 2010). To clarify, non-denominational megachurches still teach and preach according 
to the Protestant faith, just without formal affiliation with a specific denomination (“Fast facts,” 
2015). For instance, Lakewood Church is classified as non-denominational; however the Church 
indicates that they believe in several core tenets of the Protestant faith, including belief in the 
Trinity, that the Bible is inspired by God, that Jesus is God’s son and was resurrected, water 
baptism, and more (Burton, 2017; “Lakewood Church,” 2019). Additionally, scholars suggest 
that Joel Osteen, the pastor of Lakewood Church, follows the “Word of Faith” movement in 
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Pentecostal churches despite no formal affiliation between Lakewood Church and the Word of 
Faith movement or Pentecostalism (Burton, 2017). 
To this point, the introduction has discussed the characteristics of megachurches, 
locations, and beliefs. Next, the introduction will discuss the growth of megachurches, in terms 
of numbers, size, and reach. 
Growth of Megachurches 
While select megachurch pastors argue that large congregations have been around for 
thousands of years, megachurches in the United States have grown dramatically in numbers and 
reach in the past 50 years (“Fast facts,” 2015; Green, 2006; Greenblatt & Powell, 2007; Kwon, 
2010). For instance, the number of megachurches in the United States alone has increased by 
1,500 megachurches in the past 40 years. In 1960, there were around 15 megachurches and little 
over 70 megachurches in the early 1980s (Green, 2006; Greenblatt & Powell, 2007). Today there 
are an estimated 1,650 megachurches in the U.S., with the largest, Lakewood Church in Houston, 
having an average of 52,000 worshippers in weekly attendance (“Database of megachurches,” 
2015; Zaimov, 2016).  
The notion that megachurches have increased in number is a substantial feat when 
considering that the number of Christians in the United States has decreased by 7.8% from 2007 
to 2014 (Pew Research, 2015). Protestant Christians, which make-up the congregants of most 
megachurches, specifically have the sharpest decrease in affiliation, with 4.8% of “believers” 
leaving the faith between 2007 and 2014 (Pew Research, 2015). Some reports suggest even more 
of a steep decline with estimates that the number of white Christians have decreased by 38% 
between 1976 and 2017 (Cox & Jones, 2017). The decrease in Christian affiliation paired with 
the increase in the number of megachurches assists in describing the popularity and significance 
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of megachurches in the contemporary American religious landscape (Cox & Jones, 2017; “Fast 
facts,” 2015; Pew Research, 2015). In simpler terms, Christians are flocking to megachurches to 
worship, learn, and engage (Klaver, 2015). 
Reach of Megachurches. The number of megachurches have increased as well as the 
reach of megachurches, their pastors, and the messages. Megachurches reach thousands of 
congregants through weekly sermons and through the pastor’s book deals, online sermons, 
speaking engagements, interviews, podcasts, radio shows, and social networking sites (Blunt, 
2018; Klaver, 2015). A core part of what sets megachurches apart from other large 
congregations, regardless of religion, is their savvy use of media to market, advertise, and 
persuade unbelievers to “consume” their products and faith (Klaver, 2015). As described by 
Klaver (2015): 
…megachurch networks are supported by extensive online media practices in the form of 
video, blogs, live streaming and continuous updates of the church, pastors, and other 
leaders through social media: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Periscope, accessible 
24/7. The integration of media technology… is part of the larger trend among 
contemporary Evangelical/Pentecostal churches that validates technology as a God given 
opportunity which can be used for proclaiming the good news of the gospel and the 
production of entertaining church services that mirror the surrounding media-savvy 
popular culture. (p. 423) 
 
For example, Lakewood Church has 52,000 congregants listening to Joel Osteen’s sermons every 
Sunday morning. Additionally, Osteen has over 21 million Facebook fans, an estimated 10 
million viewers of the televised sermons, and reportedly sold 8.4 million copies of his best-
selling books (Blunt, 2018). Combined, Lakewood Church and Osteen are reaching thousands of 
people in person and millions of people through books, social media, and other mass media 
platforms (Blunt, 2018). 
To clarify, while religious leaders and religious organizations reaching the “unchurched” 
and converting unbelievers is not necessarily a new phenomenon, utilizing multiple traditional 
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and digital mass media platforms and programs to increase their reach is a relatively new trend 
(Brown, 2003; Schultze, 2003). Some religions, like Catholicism, have also begun utilizing 
multiple media platforms; however, this occurred in recent years and it does not match the 
dynamism and vigor that megachurches practice with their multiple media channels (Klaver, 
2015; Stack, 2016). For instance, Pope Benedict XVI launched a Twitter account in 2012 and 
Pope Francis launched an Instagram account in 2016 (Kington, 2012; Stack, 2016). Pope Francis 
uploads new content on his Instagram page roughly every two days (679 total posts), whereas 
Elevation Church in Charlotte, posts daily and often multiple times per day (3,243 total posts). 
The increased reach in megachurches has led to one last important area of growth for 
megachurches in the U.S.: the frequency of interaction with congregants. 
Frequency of Interaction. The use of mass media platforms, such as books, social 
media, podcasts, apps, and speaking engagements, has led to more opportunities for interaction 
and engagement with congregants (Klaver, 2015). Megachurches have increased how frequently 
congregants can engage with one another, with the megachurch, and potentially with God. For 
example, instead of seeing a pastor once a week during a Sunday morning sermon, congregants 
have the opportunity to engage and interact with megachurches and their pastors multiple times 
per day on multiple channels. A congregant can meditate on the megachurch’s daily devotional 
in the morning, listen to a podcast on their drive to work, read the megachurch’s email newsletter 
during lunch, read the megachurch’s Twitter updates during a break, chat with their small group 
members in a dedicated Facebook Group while eating dinner, and read the megachurch pastor’s 
book at night before going to bed. Furthermore, megachurches release new content multiple days 
per week, and often multiple times per day. Thus, a congregant can participate in all activities 
listed several times per week, in addition to attending the megachurch on a Sunday morning.  
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Discussing the increase in frequency of interaction is pertinent because frequent 
interaction with the megachurch, pastors, and other congregants could impact the level of 
engagement from congregants, as well as the strength of the relationship congregants perceive 
with the megachurch and with their God. As discussed earlier in the introduction, while the use 
of multiple media platforms is not a new phenomenon for religious organizations, the 
combination of digital and traditional mass media platforms is a new trend and provides multiple 
avenues for megachurches to interact and engage with their congregants. Public relations 
research suggests that multiple interactions could lead to organization-public relationships; 
however this has not been studied with religious organizations, within intra-public relationships, 
or on the relationship between God and a congregant. 
Thus far, this introduction has defined megachurches, discussed their locations around 
the U.S., denominational affiliation, and their dramatic growth in numbers, population, and reach 
in the past 70 years. While each of these aspects contribute to the uniqueness of megachurches, 
there are important markers that add to the exceptionality of this type of organization. The next 
section will discuss select attributes that make megachurches unique when compared to 
community churches, and assist in understanding the practical problem facing megachurches and 
their congregants: engagement. 
Megachurches are Unique 
Megachurches are a unique religious organization when compared to local, community 
churches that dominated the American religious landscape for the past 200 years (Thumma & 
Travis, 2007). Megachurches are unique for many reasons, including the number of congregants 
they have and the mega-size of their buildings, budget, and numerous ministries (Klaver, 2015; 
Thumma & Travis, 2007). However, this section will not focus on the size of their congregation 
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or building, but instead, on the megachurch pastor himself, unique rewards, and unique problems 
megachurches face.  
Celebrity Pastors. Megachurches are intimately tied to one celebrity pastor so much so 
that megachurches are often known for who pastors them, as opposed to the teachings and beliefs 
of the church itself (Thumma & Travis, 2007). To clarify, megachurches, and especially multi-
site megachurches, employ several pastors including youth pastors, adult pastors, missions’ 
pastors, communication pastors, senior pastors, and more. However, the lead pastor, who is often 
the founding pastor, frequently adopts a celebrity status that overpowers the name of the church 
(Klett, 2018). While no scholarly definition of “celebrity pastor” exists, celebrity pastors write 
and publish books, book speaking engagements, and dedicate funds to growing their own 
personal ministries, separate from the church, but parallel with church goals. Celebrity pastor’s 
activities, in turn, spreads the pastors name and teachings, which results in the expansion of their 
influence far beyond that of their congregants. Often, this practice increases recognition of the 
pastor’s name over the megachurches name. The popularity of celebrity pastors is most apparent 
on social networking sites. For instance, at the time of writing, Steven Furtick has over 3 million 
followers on Facebook, whereas his church, Elevation Church, has less than 800,000. 
To clarify, the celebrity of the megachurch pastor often grows with the megachurch (cf. 
Johnston, 2017). For instance, Johnston (2017) describes that megachurch congregants are often 
encouraged to purchase the megachurch pastor’s books, listen to their podcasts, interact with 
their posts on social networking sites, and ultimately, “market [the megachurch pastor] as a 
brand name with spiritual authority” (p. 166). When 186 people do this (the average number of 
congregants within a Protestant church in the U.S.), the pastor does not subsume celebrity status. 
However, when 15,000 people participate in this behavior, the pastor’s celebrity rises. 
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While the idea of a pastor’s influence spreading beyond that of their congregants is not 
unique in itself, the scale of which it occurs contributes to the uniqueness of this phenomenon 
within megachurches. For instance, pastors of community churches grow their influence by 
connecting with other organizations and opening their church up for different community events; 
however, that is very different from national or international notoriety from books, sermons, 
podcasts, radio shows, or speaking engagements. The concept of a celebrity pastor is important 
to note because it assists in the formation of unique rewards megachurches experience.  
Unique Rewards. The size, grandeur, and following of megachurches and their celebrity 
pastors affords megachurches with unique rewards that churches of a smaller size do not receive. 
For instance, some megachurch pastors gain access to high-ranking political and business 
leaders. Ex-megachurch pastor Kirbyjon Caldwell is one such example. Caldwell gained national 
attention for Windsor Village United Methodist Church, a megachurch with 14,000 weekly 
congregants, because he served as a spiritual advisor to President Barack Obama and President 
George W. Bush (Nestel, 2018). Association with leaders in other industries grows the celebrity 
pastor’s influence and also that of the megachurch (Bartholomew, 2006).  
Another unique award focuses on the faith. Megachurches can experience enormous 
spiritual victories due to their following. For example, Saddleback Church, one of the largest in 
the United States, announced in late 2018 that they had officially baptized 50,000 people within 
their church (Smietana, 2018). Few religious organizations have 50,000 individuals walk through 
their doors, so the idea that one church helped inspire 50,000 people dedicate their lives to a 
religion and church is an accomplishment few Protestant religious organizations will experience. 
Lastly, megachurches also take in millions of dollars per year as a result of tithing by 
their congregants. Believers in the Protestant faith are encouraged to tithe 10% of their monthly 
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earnings to their church (Keister, 2008). When this occurs in affluent suburban areas by 
thousands of people, megachurches quickly rack up millions of dollars of non-taxable donations. 
The large amounts of donations allows megachurches to purchase property, build sizeable 
auditoriums, and employ experts in public relations, marketing, and advertising. Importantly, 
these million-dollar-budgets also allow megachurches to utilize multiple traditional and digital 
media platforms mentioned earlier in the introduction, and assist in the development of podcasts 
and apps, hiring of dedicated social media strategists, creation of custom video content, and 
hiring of public relations and media specialists to book tours, interviews, and plan events (Blunt, 
2018).  
To this point, the introduction has discussed several aspects of megachurches, including 
what they are, where they are located, what they believe, how they have grown, and unique 
characteristics of them. Through these attributes, this introduction has been building towards an 
argument on why megachurches are worthy of scholarly attention. The next section focuses on 
the unique problems of megachurches, and ultimately introduce the public relations problem this 
dissertation aims to address.  
Unique Problems. Megachurches face unique problems that are unlike that of the 
average Protestant congregation in the United States. Importantly, what rewards megachurches 
can also result in issues for the organization.  
For instance, while megachurches are known for their large congregations and buildings, 
research suggests that megachurches are intimidating and lonely to newcomers and visitors 
(Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Mortiz, 2008). Research suggests megachurch visitors can feel 
overwhelmed and alone when walking through a massive complex as a result of the large spaces 
and congregations, and impersonal atmosphere (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Klaver, 2015). 
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Furthermore, remaining anonymous within a megachurch is quite easy and newcomers can slip 
in-and-out of the service without a single person recognizing them, their newness, or their 
interest in the church or faith for weeks on end (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). Remaining 
anonymous is difficult to do in a church of 186 congregants or less (the average size of U.S. 
congregations), where visitors can be spotted more easily by other congregants and church 
employees.  
Persistent feelings of anonymity and loneliness is a problem because a lonely, 
overwhelmed, and anonymous congregant will not stay at a megachurch, and instead 
congregants will continue to “shop” for a church that makes them feel welcomed and wanted 
(Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). This is a public relations problem because when these 
newcomers and visitors leave to continue “shopping” for churches, they also take their donations 
and religious capital with them (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). Additionally, if we take a 
public-centric approach, congregants feeling lonely and isolated is also a public relations 
problem because congregants might be leaving defeated and feeling lonelier than when they 
entered the organization’s doors. 
The second unique problem focuses on congregant engagement. When congregant 
engagement is low, free riding occurs. Free-riding is a phenomenon where congregants 
“contribute less as congregation size increases” (Iannaccone, 1992, 1994; Zaleski & Zech, 1992, 
p. 459). Free-riding is problematic because stakeholders utilize the organization’s resources 
without contributing back to the organization, thus creating an unequal balance in resources 
provided compared to resources consumed (Zaleski & Zech, 1992). To clarify, free-riding 
represents an imbalance in an otherwise mutually beneficial activity: congregants give money 
and time to the church, and then congregants utilize resources the church offers. When free-
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riding occurs, more congregants utilize resources than are giving money and time to the 
organization.  
For example, ‘Congregant A’ has been with the megachurch for 4 years, tithes 10% of 
their income monthly, participates in quarterly volunteer work through the church, is actively 
involved in a small group that meets weekly, and utilizes the free child-care services the 
megachurch offers during Sunday morning sermons. On the other hand, ‘Congregant B’ has been 
with the megachurch for 3 years, does not tithe, has never volunteered with the church, is 
actively involved in a small group that meets weekly, and also utilizes the free child-care 
services the megachurch offers. Thus, while Congregant A contributes to the megachurch with 
both her time and finances, Congregant B does not, yet Congregant B still uses megachurch 
resources. Therefore, Congregant B is “free-riding” by not contributing despite actively utilizing 
the church’s resources. Scholars like von der Ruhr and Daniels (2012) suggest that free-riding 
grows as congregations grow, therefore megachurches have a large free-riding problem that 
compromises resources (Zaleski & Zech, 1992). While some scholars argue that free-riding is 
necessary for any religious organization to exist, they also posit that the number of individuals 
who free-ride needs to be constantly managed so that a balance is maintained between resources 
provided and resources consumed (McBride, 2015).   
The issue of free-riding highlights a larger problem with congregant engagement within 
megachurches. Despite the numerous opportunities to interact with the megachurch and 
megachurch pastor on multiple media platforms, the richness of the engagement may be low. 
Congregants can experience decreased engagement by both the diluted lessons during Sunday 
morning sermons (weakening of religious engagement) and difficulty overcoming feelings of 
“anonymity and alienation” that come with large congregations (weakening of relational 
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engagement) (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010, p. 94). Often, megachurch pastors preach to grow 
their congregation in size, as opposed to growing congregants in depth (Greenblatt & Powell, 
2007). The emphasis on bringing new believers into the religious fold means that megachurch 
pastors emphasize and continually preach messages about salvation and the Gospel, something 
that converts and believers are already aware of, thus leaving congregants yearning for messages 
with more religious depth (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). The lack of sermons targeted at 
mature believers can result in weakening of religious engagement. Additionally, as discussed 
earlier in this section regarding visitors, even congregants can feel overwhelmed and alone when 
surrounded by thousands of believers if they do not have a personal relationship with others yet 
(Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). These feelings of loneliness and anonymity can contribute to 
weakening of relational engagement with the megachurch itself, with other congregants, and 
with God.  
Weakened engagement among congregants is dangerous for two reasons. First, weakened 
engagement is damaging for the congregants themselves because they risk the personal loss of 
missing out on spiritual teachings, personal connection they sought from the church, and general 
life satisfaction can decrease (Lim & Putnam, 2010). Second, weakened engagement amongst 
congregants is damaging for the megachurch because unengaged congregants run the risk of 
tithing less, attending worship less frequently, and providing less social support to their fellow 
congregants (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Ellison, Krause, Shepherd, & Chaves, 2009; 
Thumma & Bird, 2009). Again, while a religious organization of any size can experience free-
riding and weakened engagement amongst congregants, it is more likely to happen with larger 
congregants, like those of megachurches (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Greenblatt & Powell, 
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2007; Zaleski & Zech, 1992). The issue of free-riding leads us to the core practical contribution 
of this dissertation research, which is discussed next.  
Purpose of Dissertation Research 
This dissertation research makes practical, conceptual, and theoretical contributions. 
Regarding practical contributions, this research assists megachurches in growing congregant 
engagement to ensure mutually beneficial outcomes for both congregants and the megachurch. 
Regarding the conceptual and theoretical contributions, this research examined a new model of 
public relations and builds upon theoretical discussions in public relations research, religious 
communication research, and network research.  
Practical Contributions 
The current study focuses on the practical problem of congregant engagement within 
megachurches and assists megachurches in growing and maintaining congregant engagement. 
According to research, megachurches run the highest risk for free-riding and weakened 
congregant engagement due to the size of the congregation and other fundamental components 
that comprise of megachurches (e.g. thousand-seat auditoriums, celebrity pastors, etc.) 
(Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Greenblatt & Powell, 2007; Zaleski & Zech, 1992).  
To grow, maintain, and strengthen congregant relationships, this dissertation proposed 
and explored a new model of public relations, titled the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model. The networked engagement model focuses on the various entities 
congregants need to be engaging with, the specific type of engagement, as well as the ways in 
which megachurches can encourage or foster that engagement. For instance, to grow, strengthen, 
and maintain congregant engagement, megachurches should utilize and encourage multiple tiers 
of engagement with the Church, God, as well as with other congregants. 
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Typically, public relations research focuses solely on the organization-public relationship 
and tier one engagement between an organization and public (Johnston & Taylor, 2018). The 
current study expands on multiple aspects of public relations research (beyond organization-
public relationships) to guide megachurches in practical ways in which they can contribute to 
congregant engagement so that both the megachurch and congregants benefit. As mentioned, the 
megachurch benefits by avoiding negative outcomes of weakened engagement like decreases in 
tithing and worship attendance, whereas congregants benefit by avoiding negative outcomes like 
decreased life satisfaction and smaller or sparser support networks (Dougherty & Whitehead, 
2010; Ellison et al., 2009; Lim & Putnam, 2010; Thumma & Bird, 2009).  
In sum, this dissertation research addresses the practical problem of weakened congregant 
engagement by first proposing, and then exploring outcomes of, the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model. The practical contributions of this research leads us to the 
conceptual and theoretical contributions of this dissertation, which the introduction discusses 
next. 
Theoretical and Conceptual Contributions to Public Relations Scholarship. The 
current study makes several theoretical and conceptual contributions to public relations 
scholarship. To do this, this dissertation pulls from several areas of research, including public 
relations, communication, sociology, and more. 
This dissertation contributes to the public relations scholarship in three ways. First, this 
dissertation proposes a new model of public relations, titled the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model. The networked engagement model moves beyond the traditional 
organization-public relationship focus that is popular in current public relations research and 
includes five other relationships that are pertinent to the understanding of congregant 
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engagement, including intra-public relationships and the relationship between an object of 
devotion and stakeholder. For instance, by their nature, megachurches encourage relationship 
formation and engagement between the congregant and God (i.e. the object of devotion within 
this context). However, research also suggests that megachurches rely on relationships and 
engagement between the church and congregants and among congregants as well (Dougherty & 
Whitehead, 2010). Therefore, the networked devotional-promotional engagement model brings 
together research from sociology, religious communication, public relations, and network theory 
in order to propose a way in which megachurches utilize public relations to foster engagement 
and relationships between four entities (God, Church, community, and congregant), and among 
congregants.  
The second contribution this dissertation makes is to the public relations literature 
focuses on the concept of engagement. Specifically, the current study takes a multi-leveled 
approach to studying engagement, whereas prior research has tended to focus on a single level. 
In order to understand the impact of the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, 
factors that lead to engagement, and outcomes of engagement, this research utilizes all three tiers 
of engagement, as outlined by Johnston and Taylor (2018). Tier one engagement represents the 
lowest level of engagement. Tier one engagement indicates that activity is occurring and that 
there is potential for engagement to occur. Tier two engagement is explained as mid-level 
engagement and includes relationship-formation, understanding, and connection. Lastly, tier 
three engagement is the highest level of engagement and includes action, impact, and group-level 
outcomes (Johnston & Taylor, 2018). Traditionally, public relations scholars research one tier of 
engagement and apply one definition of engagement to their single study. The current study 
seeks a holistic understanding of congregant engagement and the outcomes of such engagement. 
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For instance, congregants who engage with megachurches by liking, following, or sharing their 
Facebook posts have a different level of engagement, and possibly different outcomes of 
engagement, than congregants who volunteer at the megachurch and have a dense network of 
intra-congregational relationships.  
Lastly, this dissertation contributes to public relations scholarship by researching how 
religious organizations practice public relations. “Despite the long historical relationship 
between religion and public relations,” public relations research on religious organizations is 
limited (Brown, 2003; Cannon, 2009; Lovejoy, Waters, & Saxton, 2012; Thomas, 2009; Waters 
& Bortree, 2012; Waters, Friedman, Mills, & Zeng, 2011; Waters & Lemanski, 2011; Waymer, 
Cannon, & Curry, 2012, p. 13). To date, public relations scholars largely have not considered the 
unique context in which religious public relations takes place, and they have either grouped 
religious organizations in with other non-profit organizations, or simply measured the 
organization-public relationship with no consideration for the religion, faith, or deity that binds 
the organization and public together (Lovejoy et al., 2012; Waters & Bortree, 2012; Waters et al., 
2011; Waters & Lemanski, 2011). The lack of consideration for the unique context of religious 
public relations limits public relations theorizing and the understanding of religious 
organizations. 
Tilson’s Contribution to Religious Public Relations. A key exception to this critique is 
Tilson’s research on the practice of public relations by various religious organizations (Tilson 
2005, 2011, 2012; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). Tilson and colleagues’ 
research aimed at describing the ways in which various religious organizations practice public 
relations and the relational goals behind the public relations efforts. For instance, Tilson and 
Chao (2002) determined that the Catholic Church employed devotional-promotional 
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communication campaigns, a type of public relations activity, to instill love and devotion 
towards a Catholic Saint and the Catholic Church. Tilson and Chao (2002) linked this specific 
type of public relations activity with the covenantal model of public relations, a specific 
approach to the practice of public relations that attempts to ensure ethical practices and 
decisions. From there, Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) proposed the devotional-promotional 
communication model as a goal of devotional-promotional communication campaigns. The 
devotional-promotional communication model posits that three relationships occur between three 
entities (i.e. object of devotion, clergy, and stakeholders), and served as the foundation for the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model, which this dissertation proposes. 
Tilson and colleagues’ research is foundational to the current study for two reasons. First, 
Tilson and colleagues considered the unique context in which religious public relations occurs by 
including faith, deities, and saints in their exploration of public relations within religious 
organizations (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). In other words, instead of 
ignoring the fact that churches strategically aim to teach and encourage a relationship between a 
congregant and a religion, deity, or saint, Tilson and colleagues explored the churches goals and 
the ways religious organizations achieve those goals through public relations events and 
campaigns (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Second, Tilson and colleagues proposed several models and concepts that this 
dissertation then adapted and built upon (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). For instance, Tilson 
and Venkateswaran (2006) proposed the devotional-promotional communication model (Figure 
1), which highlights three relationships: (a) between an object of devotion and stakeholder; (b) 
between an object of devotion and organizational communicator; (c) between an organizational 
communicator and stakeholder. The current study builds upon Tilson and Venkateswaran’s 
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(2006) work by proposing the networked devotional-promotional engagement model (Figure 3). 
The networked devotional-promotional engagement model includes intra-congregational 
relationships and each of the three relationships that Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) 
incorporated (Figure 2). Building upon Tilson’s research is necessary because the original model 
does not account for the necessity of small groups within megachurches, an area that is well-
studied within sociology literature (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). Furthermore, Tilson’s 
model does not probe deeper into the outcomes of various covenantal relationships, such as 
changes to religious capital or the impact one relationship can have on others in the model. Thus, 
while Tilson and colleagues’ research is more holistic when compared to other public relations 
research on religious organizations, much more work is necessary in order to understand the 
ways in which religious organizations practice public relations, as well as the outcomes of 
relationship formation and congregant engagement.   
Overview of Dissertation 
To provide practical, conceptual, and theoretical contributions, the current study requires 
a multi-method approach. Throughout each phase of research, the literature review will discuss 
the type and tiers of engagement utilized, as well as the theoretical, conceptual, and practical 
implications.  
First, the current study began by examining the phenomenon “widely.” Specifically, 
phase one of this dissertation aimed to understand the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model, covenantal relationships, and devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns. Within this phase, the researcher interviewed congregants, megachurch 
communication employees, and conducted a content analysis of megachurch communication 
materials. Broadly, the goal of phase one was to understand if megachurches aim to realize the 
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networked devotional-promotional engagement model, the extent to which megachurches utilize 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns, and the extent to which congregants perceive 
covenantal relationships between themselves and God, between themselves and the Church, and 
among congregants. Importantly, phase one focused on tiers one (i.e. awareness) and two (i.e. 
relationships) engagement (Johnston & Taylor, 2018). During this first phase, four research 
questions are presented (RQ1-4), and all four research questions assist in revealing the extent to 
which the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, and accompanying 
components within the model, can serve as a model for public relations within a religious 
organization. 
Next, phase two of this dissertation studies the phenomenon “deeply.” In other words, 
phase two of this dissertation focuses on the specific outcomes of congregant engagement, as 
well as factors leading to congregant engagement. Importantly, congregant engagement was 
evaluated through three tiers and multiple measures within each tier, including tithing and 
volunteering, total number of intra-congregational relationships, feelings of embeddedness, and 
consuming and contributing behavior on social media (Johnston & Taylor, 2018). To clarify, 
“tiers” of engagement can also be thought of as layers. In other words, a congregant can skip tier 
one engagement and go straight to tier three, or a congregant can practice tier two and three 
without ever participating in tier one. Religious organizations operate with multiple congregants 
at various tiers of engagement; therefore they should not be seen as steps, but layers to add or 
subtract. Phase two focuses on congregants themselves and assessing all three tiers of 
engagement (Johnston & Taylor, 2018). Within this phase, the researcher surveyed congregants 
and conducted an ego network analysis to develop a deeper understanding of congregant 
engagement, outcomes of the engagement, and to answer five more research questions (RQ5-9). 
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The survey within phase two of the dissertation served multiple purposes. For instance, 
the survey assisted in measuring the intrinsic religiosity, religious capital, and perception of the 
relationship between the congregant and the Church. Additionally, the survey featured an 
egocentric network analysis component, where congregants were asked to identify and describe 
individuals within their congregation with whom they have a relationship (i.e. friendship). The 
ego network analysis portion of the survey also enabled the researcher to examine who is in 
congregants’ core and religious discussion networks, as well as the composition and structure of 
intra-congregational networks. Including an egocentric network analysis component is critical in 
order to understand the impact of the networked devotional-promotional engagement model as 
well as the intra-public, or intra-congregational, relationships that occur within the model.   
 Importantly, throughout phase one and two of this dissertation, one megachurch served as 
the focus of the study. Specifically, RQ1-2 and RQ5-9 examined congregant engagement and 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns at Summit Church. Summit Church is a mid-
sized megachurch with an average of 12,000 weekly congregants located in Durham, North 
Carolina. During phase one, this dissertation examined congregant perception of covenantal 
relationships (RQ1), and analyzed Summit Church’s public relations materials (RQ2). During 
phase two, this dissertation surveyed Summit Church’s congregants to answer questions focused 
on factors that are associated with congregant engagement and outcomes of congregant 
engagement (RQ5-9). 
The second chapter of this dissertation begins by discussing engagement and relationship 
management literatures. Next, the discussion turns to phase one of the research, which highlights 
the devotional-promotional communication model and the components that occur within the 
model. Literature on the structure of megachurches is then presented, and then the literature 
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review turns to phase two of the current study. Phase two begins with a discussion on functional 
specificity hypothesis, discussion networks, and religious capital. The literature review, and 
phase two, concludes with an additional discussion on tier three engagement and relationship 
management. The manuscript then presents the methods by which the research questions were 
examined. The fourth and fifth chapters of this dissertation discuss results from phase one (fourth 
chapter) and phase two (fifth chapter), before turning to the discussion (sixth chapter). This 
dissertation concludes with the seventh and final chapter, which features a conclusion of the 





CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 Religious organizations’ public relations activities and strategies are peculiar, especially 
when compared to the standard types of organizations scholars have considered. First, unlike the 
types of organizations that have traditionally fallen within public relations researchers’ purview 
like corporations, large nonprofits, government agencies and to some extent activist 
organizations, religious organizations are unique because of their direct and nearly weekly 
ritualized engagement with their primary public (Pew Research, 2015). Regular ritualized 
engagement is not typically available for the primary consumers of the goods or services of 
corporations or other nonprofit organizations (Balser & McClusky, 2005; Spitzeck & Hansen, 
2010). Because this regular and sustained engagement occurs between religious organizations 
and one of their primary publics, it lends support to the notion that religious organizations’ 
public relations efforts may be different in the purpose, goals, and efforts (Thumma & Travis, 
2007; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). For example, if a congregant is a regular attendee of 
Sunday morning sermons and an active member in her small group that meets every Wednesday, 
then does the church need to cultivate a relationship with her through their website and social 
networking sites? Currently, the public relations literature does not address this type of situation 
that many religious organization deal with, and instead argue that religious organizations do not 
engage with their publics online, without considering if it is necessary, or why (Waters et al., 
2011).  
 Second, when compared to most types of publics studied in public relations, religious 
organizations’ primary publics are distinct in their motivation to engage with the organization. 
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Individuals who comprise religious organizations’ primary publics range from devout 
congregants, which are individuals who have pledged membership to the megachurch’s faith and 
the church, to those simply seeking a spiritual connection or guidance. Traditionally, research 
has focused on other types of publics, like donors, employees, or those that purchase products or 
services, and their motivations to engage with the organization (Balser & McClusky, 2005; 
Spitzeck & Hansen, 2010). To clarify, congregants can still be donors of the religious 
organization; however, it is different than that of another nonprofit because tithing is a 
recommended practice of the religious faith.  
Engaging with a religious organization to receive spiritual guidance or education on 
religious doctrine is quite a different motivation than engaging with a corporation as a result of 
receiving enjoyment from their product, or engaging with a nonprofit organization because of a 
desire to support their cause. Therefore, research on nonprofit donors, corporate employees, or 
those who purchase products or services of any type of organization does not directly translate to 
religious organizations and religious publics because while congregants may enjoy services from 
the church or believe in the purpose or cause of the church, an important extra layer of 
complexity exists: faith and religion. Faith and religion is a core component to the very existence 
of religious organizations, and contributes to the distinct motivation for congregant engagement. 
Finally, the uniqueness of religious organizations’ engagement and primary publics leads 
to a specific type of relationship few scholars have considered. That is, the consistent 
engagement, and the reason for the engagement (e.g. worship, preaching, and education on 
religious doctrine) fosters covenantal relationships between congregants and religious 
organizations, and among congregants, which is different from the exchange and communal 
relationships much of the public relations literature has studied (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & 
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Venkateswaran, 2006). The nature of the relationship and types of relationships formed in the 
context of religious organizations are unlike those that corporations or even non-profit 
organizations form with their publics (McKenzie, 2004; Schafer, 2018; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006).  
Because religious organizations are unique, scholars have sought to examine the ways in 
which religious organizations communicate. They have focused on crisis communication 
(Courtright & Hearit, 2002; Kauffman, 2008; Maier, 2005; Spaulding, 2018), worship 
communication (Klaver, 2015), or uses of online communication platforms (Smith, 2007; Waters 
et al., 2011; Waters & Tindall, 2010; Waymer et al., 2012; Wirtz, Ngondo, Poe, 2013). Yet, few 
scholars have sought to holistically explore the public relations strategies, activities, and 
outcomes of religious organizations’ communication via public relations. No known study has 
investigated how religious organizations engage congregants and to what effect that engagement 
has on the relationships between a religious organization and their congregants and among 
congregants. Moreover, fewer have explored the religious communication of megachurches 
specifically, from a public relations perspective. The existing models and theories do not reflect 
the unique circumstances and purpose of religious communication from megachurches nor do 
we, as a discipline, fully realize the various outcomes of public relations efforts from these 
organizations.  
 An exception to the dearth of research on religious public relations is the work of Tilson 
and colleagues (Tilson, 2011a, 2012; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). These researchers have 
conceptualized and documented a public relations model for religious communication that 
examines the unique methods in which religious organizations communicate with their 
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stakeholders and the goals of their public relations efforts. Tilson and Venkateswaran’s (2006) 
model serves as the foundation of this dissertation. 
To address the above peculiarities and the lack of research, this dissertation begins by 
developing an updated conceptual model of religious public relations. The intent of this 
conceptual model is to more holistically describe the public relations process of religious 
organizations and examine the outcomes of such communication efforts. In doing so, this 
dissertation fills gaps in public relations research regarding religious organizations and in the 
religious communication literature, and provides a model that religious organizations can use to 
increase congregant engagement. Therefore, the current study occurs in two phases, which is 
discussed next.  
Overview of Literature Review 
Broadly, this dissertation examines the unique ways in which megachurches engage, or 
encourage engagement, with and among their congregants. Specifically, this study focuses on the 
ways in which megachurches encourage and/or cultivate various relationships, the contexts in 
which those relationships occur, and the outcomes of this engagement. To do this, research from 
several fields are discussed, including sociology, religious studies, network theory, and public 
relations. The literature review takes a broad look at the phenomenon of engagement and 
relationship cultivation within religious organizations, and a deep dive into specific outcomes of 
certain ties. Therefore, this dissertation specifically draws from research on engagement, 
relationship management, devotional-promotional communication, sociology of small groups, 
network theory, and religious capital in order to examine the study’s proposed networked 




The first phase of this research focuses on exploring the unique context of religious 
communication and introducing, describing, and examining a new model of religious public 
relations. Thus, the first part of this literature review examines research that has positioned 
engagement and relationships at the center of public relations theory, research, and practice. 
Then, this study discusses the specific public relations model that is seldom included in public 
relations literature: the devotional-promotional communication model. After demarcating central 
components within the model, the literature review proposes a new model of religious 
communication—the networked devotional-promotional engagement model—that has 
foundations in network theory, engagement, and relationship management theory. From there, 
the literature review discusses the mechanisms that enable the networked model to work, 
components within the model, and highlight limitations within each component. It is within this 
section that RQ1 and RQ2 are presented. RQ1 focuses on covenantal relationships, while RQ2 
focus on devotional-promotional communication campaigns.  
Next, the literature review discusses the structure of megachurches before presenting 
RQ3, which focuses on the ways in which megachurches strategically aim to realize the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model. Finally, phase one of the literature review 
concludes with a discussion on the ways in which megachurches utilize devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns to encourage a key relationship within the networked model (RQ4). 
Therefore, the first part of the literature review, and first phase of the research, is dedicated to 
setting the stage for the rest of the dissertation by introducing engagement and relationships as 
the focus of this research, and by discussing the unique contexts and relationships involved in 




The second phase of this research focuses on factors that are associated with congregant 
engagement as well as outcomes of congregant engagement. To do this, the current study draws 
on literature from ego network research, religious capital, relationship management, and 
engagement. The first section within this portion discusses functional specificity hypothesis and 
discussion networks (RQ5), before turning to the second section, which concentrates on personal 
network structure and composition (RQ6-7). Next, the literature review discusses religious and 
spiritual capital (RQ8), before turning to RQ9, which focuses on the ways in which congregant 
engagement might potentially impact other relationships within the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model. In sum, the second phase of this research is dedicated to 
examining the potential impact of congregant engagement within the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model, for the individual, the church, and the model overall. 
 Before diving into the unique context and outcomes of engagement and relationships 
within religious organizations and the specific model proposed in this dissertation, it is necessary 
to first review the orientation this dissertation utilizes. 
Engagement 
 Engagement serves as the conceptual framework for this dissertation and the concept has 
a storied history in the public relations literature. Some scholars state that engagement was first 
introduced to the public relations lexicon as a way to explain cognitive involvement and 
behavioral outcomes (Johnston, 2014; Slater, Chipman, Auld, Keefe, & Kendall, 1992). Others 
posit that Pearson (1989) first introduced engagement as “an actual state in which one party 
interacts with another” (Taylor & Kent, 2014, p. 391). Regardless of who introduced engagement 
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to the public relations literature, or how they did so, engagement has risen to become a critical 
concept within public relations research and theorizing (Johnston & Taylor, 2018).  
While “engagement” has not been formally linked to religious organizations or their 
public relations efforts, researchers have examined the outcomes of congregant’s behavior on 
Facebook, volunteering, tithing, and having friendships within the congregation (Brubaker & 
Haigh, 2017; Lim & Putnam, 2010; Stroope, 2012). Each of these types of engagement is 
discussed within the current section of the literature review, and within phase two of the 
dissertation and literature review. Despite the lack of formal research on engagement and 
religious organizations, engagement is a critical concept for both congregants and the 
megachurch because without congregant engagement, both congregants and the megachurch 
suffer. Congregants suffer through decreased life satisfaction and lack of spiritual fulfillment 
(Lim & Putnam, 2010), while megachurches suffer through increased free-riding (von der Ruhr 
& Daniels, 2012). In essence, congregant engagement is necessary for religious organizations to 
survive because without congregants, their monetary donations, and their presence within the 
place of worship, the organization would not be able to continue functioning.  
In order to discuss the ways in which engagement was utilize in the current study, it is 
necessary to conceptualize engagement, review the three tiers of engagement, and address the 
ways in which each tier was incorporated into the research questions and phases.  
Conceptualizing Engagement 
Engagement has been conceptualized in many ways and analyzed in a variety of contexts 
(Taylor & Kent, 2014). From likes on social media to a psychological state, engagement has 
been utilized to study a variety of outcomes on both the organization and stakeholders (Taylor & 
Kent, 2014). The breadth of research leads to a variety of conceptualizations for engagement, 
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including micro-level, meso-level, and macro-level conceptualizations of engagement. Johnston 
and Taylor (2018) conceptualized the three levels of engagement as “tiers,” and this dissertation 
utilizes each tier of engagement in order to understand the varying levels of congregant 
engagement. To clarify, engagement is defined within this study as a process to create social 
capital, “an orientation that influences interactions, and the approach that guides the process of 
interactions among groups” (Pearson, 1989; Taylor & Kent, 2014, p. 384). 
Tier One Engagement 
The first tier of engagement is described as the “lowest level” and indicates that activity 
is occurring. Activity can consist of likes, shares, or comments on a social networking sites as 
well as clicks, reach or impressions on websites (Johnston & Taylor, 2018). Additionally, tier 
one of engagement can be operationalized through reading, viewing, or awareness of a cause, 
issue, or campaign. Tier one of engagement is associated with the measurements that “indicate a 
potential for engagement” (p. 3). Scholars like Tsai and Men (2013) have explored this tier by 
operationalizing engagement as stakeholder’s viewing photos, reading posts, watching videos, 
liking pages, sharing content, recommending content, and uploading content on an organization’s 
Facebook page. The current study mirrors Tsai and Men’s (2013) approach to operationalize the 
lowest form of congregant engagement, which includes consuming (reactive tier one 
engagement) and contributing (proactive tier one engagement) practices with or on megachurch 
social media pages, websites, and email newsletters.  
Importantly, through their survey of 280 participants, Tsai and Men (2013) determined 
that participants did not perceive a relationship with the organization through this low-level of 
engagement, nor did they feel “a sense of attachment nor a sense of belonging to the brand 
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communities based on Facebook brand pages” (p. 82). Thus, to study the ways in which 
relationships occur within an engagement approach, we turn to the second tier of engagement.  
Tier Two Engagement 
The second tier of engagement is described as a mid-level of engagement, and it is 
characterized by understanding, connections, and relationships. Engagement within tier two has 
been operationalized through relationship indices, including some that are discussed further in 
this literature review (Hon & Grunig, 1999; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). Johnston and Taylor 
(2018) also described that engagement quality can be assessed through the outcomes, such as 
behavioral outcomes (e.g. public advocacy) or discussion networks (e.g. religious discussion 
networks, core discussion networks). 
 Tier two of engagement is pertinent to this dissertation because it is within this tier that 
the second measurement of congregant engagement is revealed: relationships and discussion 
networks. Specifically, tier two of engagement is examined through relationships congregants 
have with God/Jesus, the church, and with other congregants, and examined through the number 
of intra-congregational ties that are present within congregants’ core or religious discussion 
networks. Furthermore, this dissertation examines a specific type of relationship, covenantal 
relationships, which has been linked with religious organizations and their stakeholders in 
previous research (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). Several examples of tier two engagement 
and an in-depth discussion of relationships overall, covenantal relationships specifically, and 
discussion networks occur later in this literature review, and comprise of several research 
questions posed in this dissertation.   
 
 34 
 In sum, engagement can include micro-level actions, like liking a post on a megachurches 
Facebook page, and meso-level actions, like deepening a relationship with God or developing 
relationships with other congregants. However, engagement also occurs on a macro-level. 
Tier Three Engagement 
Tier three of engagement is depicted as the highest level of engagement and characterized 
by action (e.g. tithing, volunteering), impact (e.g. saving other souls), and group-level outcomes 
(e.g. increased religious capital church-wide as a result of dense pockets of intra-congregational 
relationships). Furthermore, Johnston and Taylor (2018) posit that research that falls within tier 
three of engagement includes social capital, social embeddedness, and “acknowledgement of 
other” within the list of outcomes of engagement (p. 7). For instance, a congregant can 
demonstrate this macro-level of engagement by volunteering at the megachurch, and as a result 
of their continued volunteering, social capital increases. 
Four research questions (RQ6-RQ9) analyze and utilize tier three of engagement by 
exploring the potential impact of congregant engagement on religious and spiritual capital and 
other relationships present within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, as 
well as the degree to which network structure and composition might impact congregant 
engagement. Thus, several examples of tier three engagement, as well as an in-depth discussion 
of social capital, religious capital, spiritual capital, and embeddedness, occur in later sections of 
this literature review, specifically within phase two of this dissertation.  
This dissertation relies on each tier of engagement in order to propose a new model of 
religious public relations, uncover outcomes of this new model, and answer each of the nine 
research questions posed. Before moving forward with the literature review and discussion on 
devotional-promotional communication, it is critical to demarcate the difference between 
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“relationships as engagement” and “engagement forming relationships.” The final section of this 
review of engagement situates the relationship management perspective within the engagement 
orientation. 
Engagement and Relationship Management  
Public relations scholars have historically viewed engagement as an action occurring in 
order to develop a relationship, or an action that occurs after a relationship is developed, as 
opposed to the approach this dissertation takes, where tier two engagement is relationship 
formation (Taylor & Kent, 2014). Because of this history in the public relations literature, 
engagement is closely connected to relationship management research. Therefore, before 
discussing covenantal relationships and relationship management, it is pertinent to clarify the 
affiliation between engagement and relationships in this dissertation. 
Public relations scholars have traditionally pointed to engagement as an antecedent or 
outcome to relationships (Men & Tsai, 2015, 2016; Sisson, 2017; Smitko, 2012). These 
researchers argue that engagement has the potential to either spur the formation of organization-
public relationships (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Men & Tsai, 2016; Sisson, 2017) or that 
organization-public relationships leads to engagement (Smitko, 2012). For instance, Smitko 
(2012) argued that relationship formation on Twitter encouraged donor engagement and 
ultimately, increased social capital. Thus, there was one group of scholars who argued that 
engagement leads to relationships, another group of scholars who argued that relationships lead 
to engagement, and a third group of scholars whose research contrasted the previous two. 
Pointedly, Taylor and Kent (2014) researched the ways in which public relations practitioners 
could utilize dialogic engagement (i.e. presentness, openness, ethical communication), 
specifically, to create “an orientation to organization-public interactions” (Pearson, 1989; Taylor 
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& Kent, 2014, p. 392). As scholars struggled to streamline, explicate, and develop the concept of 
engagement, they eventually pushed beyond the fields’ boundaries in order to conceptualize the 
ways in which relationships are a form of engagement, as opposed to an outcome or antecedent 
of engagement (Johnston & Taylor, 2018). This is referred to as relational engagement (Johnston 
& Lane, 2018). 
 In this study, relationships are conceptualized as a type of engagement (specifically, tier 
two engagement). Therefore, engagement is not the actions that lead to an organization–public 
relationship, but the actions are a type of engagement (e.g. liking Facebook posts is tier one 
engagement, having a relationship is tier two engagement, and being embedded within a network 
is tier three engagement). Importantly, scholars previously hinted that engagement ceased once a 
relationship formed and that engagement was used as a means to an outcome (Taylor & Kent, 
2014). Instead, this dissertation, and the most current work on engagement, argues that 
engagement is relationship formation (tier two), and engagement continues to occur even after 
the relationship is formed, in hopes to achieve the highest form of engagement (tier three), where 
engagement comprises of social capital, action, and social embeddedness (Doerfel & Taylor, 
2004; Johnston & Taylor, 2018; Taylor, 2018). Taylor (2018) described it succinctly: 
[Public relations] as engagement can provide the incentive for a relationship, the 
communication cocreation of meaning that connects social actors, and the mechanism for 
coordinated communicative action within society. Macrolevel engaging is an ongoing 
process whereby the social capital formed from one pair of relationships fosters 
additional social capital in the next relationships that form. (p. 112, emphasis in original) 
 
Theoretically, as a result of relationships being a form of engagement, mutually-beneficial 
relationships and social capital can multiply across a community as the level of engagement 
increases with time and effort on behalf of stakeholders and an organization (Taylor, 2018). 
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 Thus far, this literature review has discussed the introduction of engagement into public 
relations scholarship, the three tiers of engagement, the approach this dissertation takes to 
engagement, and clarified the connection between relationship management and engagement 
research in the public relations literature. Providing a background on engagement research and 
discussing the ways in which this dissertation utilizes this concept as a framework is pertinent in 
order to make sense of the research questions, theoretical contributions, and practical 
implications of this research. Next, because tier two of engagement (i.e. the formation and 
presence of relationships) is a core element of this dissertation and the research questions, the 
literature review will discuss the relationship management perspective. 
Relationship Management 
Public relations scholarship began as an atheoretical field that primarily took a functional 
approach and emphasized media relations (Ferguson, 1984). According to scholars, a critique of 
public relations research and theory focused on the notion that public relations scholars borrow 
communication theory, management theory, or psychological theory and repackage it, or apply it 
within a context of, public relations (Ferguson, 1984). The lack of dedicated public relations 
theories was challenged in the 1980s, with Ferguson’s (1984) and Grunig’s (1984) research 
focused on theory development in the public relations literature. Today, relationship 
management is viewed as a concept that is studied independently from engagement (Avidar, 
2013; Lee & Park, 2013) and in conjunction with engagement (Doerfel & Taylor, 2004; Johnston 
& Taylor, 2018; Taylor, 2018).  
First, before diving into the ways in which relationship management is currently studied 
and applied, the literature review will discuss the background and conceptualization of 
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relationship management research in order to provide context for why this concept is pertinent to 
the current study, and situated within tier two of engagement.    
Relationship Management’s Beginning in the Public Relations Literature 
Relationship management surfaced as an important perspective and concept within the 
public relations literature after Ferguson’s (1984) conference presentation on theory building in 
public relations. For the presentation, Ferguson (1984) analyzed over 170 articles published from 
1975-1984 in Public Relations Review, the primary academic journal for public relations 
research (Sallot, Lyon, Acosta-Alzuru, & Jones, 2003). Ferguson recognized that public relations 
theory building, at that time, had received little to no development; however, the relationships 
between an organization and public offered “the most opportunity for a paradigm focus to speed 
the development of theory in this field” (Ferguson, 1984, p. ii).  
According to Botan and Taylor (2004), “Ferguson was also the first to sound the call—in 
many respects still dominant in public relations theory and research to this day—to focus on the 
relationships between organizations and their publics as the unit of analysis and focus of 
theorizing” (p. 648). As a result of Ferguson’s (1984) conference paper, which included clear 
results and direction for public relations theorizing, scholars began asking themselves and each 
other what it means for public relations to center on relationships. These questions and 
Ferguson’s ideas produced a breadth of literature that is still growing today. 
Before reviewing current research on relationship management and the ways in which 
this perspective falls within tier two of engagement, the literature review will first define the 
relationship management perspective, conceptualize relationships, operationalize relationships, 
and then dive into different approaches to examining relationship management.  
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Relationship Management Defined 
Relationship management is defined as a perspective that “balances the interests of 
organizations and publics through the management of organization–public relationships” 
(Ledingham, 2003, p. 181). Relationships, a key concept within the relationship management 
perspective, is conceptualized as the “state which exists between an organization and its key 
publics in which the actions of either entity impact the economic, social, political, and/or cultural 
well-being of the other entity” (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, p. 62). Relationship management 
serves as a stark contrast to other theories and paradigms in public relations literature because it 
situates relationships at the center of research and theorizing, as opposed to the organization or 
stakeholders (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). The relationship management perspective has 
become closely aligned with scholars’ definitions of public relations (cf. Cutlip, Center, & 
Broom, 1994), and can be linked to several theories and concepts, including excellence theory, 
dialogue theory, and more (Botan & Taylor, 2004).  
Relationships are one of the many ways this dissertation measures and evaluate 
congregant engagement. This dissertation focuses on the multiple relationships that an engaged 
congregant is involved in, including a relationship with the megachurch, with other congregants, 
and with God or Jesus, as well as outcomes of those relationships. Indeed, because the public 
relations literature has traditionally treated relationships as an antecedent or outcome of 
engagement instead of a manifestation of being engaged, a thorough review of the evolution of 
relationship management, as well as current limitations in research, is necessary. 
Conceptualizing Relationships 
Since Ferguson’s (1984) paper, many scholars have sought to define, research, and 
explicate relationships between one organizations and one public, and also between one 
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organization and many publics (Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 1997; Grunig, 2002; Grunig, Grunig, 
& Ehling, 1992; Hon & Grunig, 1999; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, 2000; Men & Tsai, 2015; 
Saffer, 2016, 2018; Saffer, Yang, & Taylor, 2018; Xiong, Cho, & Boatwright, 2019). Ferguson’s 
(1984) single conference paper and presentation sparked a necessary transformation in the 
definition of public relations (i.e. communication activity to management function), as well as in 
public relations research and theorizing (Botan & Taylor, 2004; Broom et al., 1997; Ledingham 
& Bruning, 1998).  
Part of this transformation included conceptualizing relationships within public relations 
theory and practice. For instance, Grunig et al. (1992) used Ferguson’s (1984) research to situate 
relationships within their theory on “excellent” public relations and organizational effectiveness. 
Through an in-depth review of public relations research on relationships, Grunig et al. (1992) 
claimed that scholars can use the following attributes to measure the quality of organization–
public relationships: reciprocity, trust, credibility, mutual legitimacy, openness, mutual 
satisfaction, and mutual understanding (p. 83). Building upon the growing body of relationship 
research, Broom et al. (1997) explicated the concept of “relationships” and argued for distinct 
relational variables that are separate from proposed antecedents and outcomes. Broom et al. 
(1997) concluded with a list of ten suggestions, including “relationships consist of patterns of 
linkages through which the parties in relationships pursue and service their interdependent 
needs” and “relationships are the dynamic results of the exchanges and reciprocity that manifest 
themselves as the relationships develop and evolve, but they can be described at a given point in 
time” (p. 95). Accurately conceptualizing relationships was necessary in order to move forward 
with building theory in public relations.  
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Research that conceptualized relationships was necessary in order to operationalize, and 
then measure, the relationships organizations have with their stakeholders (Hon & Grunig, 1999; 
Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). As succinctly stated by Broom et al. (1997), “without clearly 
explicated concepts, researchers cannot make empirical observations and construct meaningful 
theory” (p. 86). After conceptualizing relationships, scholars moved forward with 
operationalizing relationships. 
Operationalization of Relationships 
Fifteen years after Ferguson (1984) suggested that “relationships” is ripe for theory 
development, scholars turned towards measuring dimensions and variables within relationships 
(Hon & Grunig, 1999; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). For instance, Ledingham and Bruning 
(1998) tested 17 relationship dimensions to acutely examine organization–public relationship 
initiation, development, and maintenance and ultimately, to contribute to a relational theory of 
public relations. Importantly, Ledingham and Bruning (1998) confirmed that a stakeholder’s 
perception of trust, commitment, openness, investment, and involvement with an organization 
predicted those who stay in a relationship with an organization, leave the relationship, or remain 
undecided about the relationship.  
Hon and Grunig (1999) also referenced cultivating relationships with publics in their 
research focused on developing a relationship measurement scale. According to Hon and Grunig 
(1999), organization–public relationships consist of six components, including control mutuality, 
trust, satisfaction, commitment, exchange relationship, and communal relationship. Taking it a 
step further than Ledingham and Bruning (1998), Hon and Grunig (1999) provided the questions 
posed to measure each relationship component, totaling 30 items for a “short list” and 45 items 
for the “long list” (cf. pp. 4-5 and 28-30).  
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Research on the operationalization of relationships is critical to note because the variables 
influenced the trajectory of relationship management research in the public relations literature, 
and it was during this stage that engagement entered into relationship management research 
(Men & Tsai, 2016; Pasadeos, Berger, & Renfro, 2010; Smitko, 2012). As a result of Ledingham 
and Bruning’s (1998) and Hon and Grunig’s (1999) research, scholars began testing antecedents 
to and outcomes of relationships between an organization and public, which sparked a line of 
research which argued that engagement leads to organization-public relationships, or that 
relationships leads to engagement (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Men & Tsai, 2016; Sisson, 2017; 
Smitko, 2012). However, despite engagement being tossed into the conceptual and theoretical 
mix, relationship management research pushed forward and scholars then began examining 
several different types of organization-public relationships, including religious ones (Bennett, 
2001; Hon & Grunig, 1999; Hung, 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Waters & Bortree, 2012).  
Relationship Types 
While several scholars have worked to develop a model of antecedents and outcomes of 
organization–public relationships, research has primarily focused on the existence or strength of 
the relationship between an organization and a public. To dive deeper into the concept of 
“relationships,” some scholars have explored different types of relationships that can occur 
among organizations and publics (Hon & Grunig, 1999; Hung, 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002).  
For instance, Hon and Grunig (1999) hinted at two different relationship types, including 
exchange relationships and communal relationships. Exchange relationships are characterized by 
the transmission of benefits, where one entity provides benefits to another, either as a source of 
payment for benefits previously transmitted, or hinging on a promise that the other party will 
repay them in the future (Hon & Grunig, 1999). On the other hand, communal relationships are 
 
 43 
characterized by mutual respect and care, in that both entities provide benefits to one another out 
of care and concern for the other’s welfare, regardless of what one receives in return (Hon & 
Grunig, 1999).  
Scholars have identified other important relationship types, including covenantal, 
exploitive, and contractual (Bennett, 2001; Hung, 2005; Mills & Clark, 1994; Tilson & Chao, 
2002). Exploitive relationships are characterized by competition, where one entity is competing 
rather than cooperating with the other, or taking advantage of the other entity (Mills & Clark, 
1994). Exploitive relationships represent a distinction from covenantal relationships, which are 
characterized by a mutual commitment to a common good, reciprocity, and open exchanges 
(Hung, 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002). Furthermore, contractual relationships are characterized by 
both entities “agreeing on what each should do in the relationships” (Hung, 2005, p. 398).  
Each varying relationship type is important to note in this review of the relationship 
management perspective because different relationship types could lead to different relationship 
antecedents and outcomes (Hung, 2005). While research on each individual relationship type is 
important in order to understand and contribute to the growing body of relationship management 
literature, there is a need in the public relations literature to develop research on covenantal 
relationships. Importantly, as a discipline, we need a more in-depth understanding of covenantal 
relationships, and the ways in which covenantal relationships are a form of engagement. Several 
scholars in business ethics and management have explored covenantal relationships (Barnett & 
Schubert, 2002; Caldwell & Karri, 2005; Van Dyne, Graham, & Dienesch, 1994); however few 
public relations scholars have examined covenantal relationship cultivation, antecedents, or 
outcomes (Spaulding, 2016; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006; Xifra, 2008). Covenantal 
relationships are of particular interest within this dissertation because they have been linked with 
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religious organizations (Baker, 2002; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). The 
connection between covenantal relationships and religious organizations occurs as a result of the 
characteristics of this type of relationship, like a mutual commitment to a common good (Baker, 
2002; Tilson & Chao, 2002). 
Up to this point in this section of the literature review, the definition of relationship 
management, the conceptualization and operationalization of relationships, and various types of 
relationships have been presented. Next, the literature review turns to limitations within research 
and within the conceptualization of the relationship management perspective.  
Limitations to Research on Relationships 
While the literature on relationship antecedents, outcomes, and types is now rich, a 
consistent critique of this body of research is that scholars have predominantly focused on dyadic 
organization–public relationships (i.e. relationships between one organization and one public). 
To expand upon this narrow conceptualization and traditional line of research, some scholars 
have begun focusing on relationships among publics, as well as the multiple publics 
organizations develop relationships with (Kent, Sommerfeldt, & Saffer, 2016; Saffer, 2018; 
Saffer et al., 2018; Yang & Taylor, 2015). To clarify, “publics” are defined as “specific groups 
of people who are linked by a common interest or problem” (Heath, 2005, p. 761). Examples of 
“publics” for a megachurch would be the congregants, new visitors, employees, donors, 
community partners, missionary partners, government constituents, other neighboring churches, 
and the governing denominational body (e.g. Southern Baptist Convention). 
An example of research that has expanded on the narrow conceptualization of 
relationship management has taken a network perspective (Yang & Taylor, 2015). For example, 
Saffer et al. (2018) incorporated a network perspective to examine power within 
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multistakeholder issue networks. Results suggest that core group members within the 
multistakeholder issue networks are more likely to act as brokers than noncore members. Kent et 
al. (2016) explained that “brokerage is a structural holes theory concept that involves taking 
advantage of the knowledge or resources of other individuals and members of a social network” 
(p. 93). While findings regarding core group members and brokerage are important for scholars 
researching power dynamics, network research is notable for this study because of the inclusion 
of multistakeholder relationships into relationship management research. 
Multistakeholder Relationships 
The network perspective and research on relationship management is imperative for 
several reasons. First, this line of research elaborates on the concept of multistakeholder 
relationships within the relationship management literature, which leads to tier two of 
engagement (i.e. relationship formation). Multistakeholder networks are formed when entities 
from various stakeholder groups develop relationships with one another (Yang & Taylor, 2015). 
The relationship formation centers on a shared issue or problem that each stakeholder faces 
(Roloff, 2008; Saffer et al., 2018). Within the megachurches network, this would occur if 
community partners, missionary partners, and government constituents developed relationships 
with one another around a shared issue, for example. 
Currently, much of the literature on relationship management focuses on one organization 
and the relationship they have with one public, whether that public be social media followers 
(Saffer, Sommerfeldt, & Taylor, 2013), donors (Smitko, 2012), or even social media followers 
who are donors (Sisson, 2017), and many more (Jo, Hon, & Brunner, 2004; Kelleher, 2009; 
Waters, 2010). The network perspective advances relationship management theorizing by 
assessing the influence of organizational status and resources among and between the multiple 
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stakeholders that surround a single issue or organization (Saffer et al., 2018; Yang & Taylor, 
2015; Sommerfeldt & Yang, 2017). Without a focus on the multistakeholder network, the agenda 
setting capabilities of core stakeholders would be lost, and the understanding of the ways in 
which stakeholders influence one another and the issue, or organization, at hand would be 
limited (Yang & Taylor, 2015).  
Incorporating the Network Perspective 
Second, Saffer et al.’s (2018) research connected the relationship management 
perspective with the network perspective. The network perspective sees relationships as the 
building blocks of society and focuses on the structure of the relationships, strength of the 
relationships, the information transmitted through the relationships, outcomes and antecedents of 
the relationships, as well as attributes of the actors themselves (Perry, Pescosolido, & Borgatti, 
2018). The network perspective is a distinct different from the relationship management 
perspective, which instead focuses on the micro-level details, like the presence and quality of the 
relationships. By pairing the network perspective with a relationship management perspective, 
Saffer et al. (2018) were able to explore the issue’s network ecology, examine the power of 
communication and relationships between various stakeholders within the issue network, which 
assess tier three of engagement by analyzing embeddedness and group-level outcomes (Yang & 
Taylor, 2015).  
While public relations scholars have started to explore network ecologies, research has 
not yet focused on relationships that occur within one public (Kent et al., 2016; Saffer, 2018; 
Saffer, Yang, & Taylor, 2018; Yang & Taylor, 2015). Scholars, like Saffer et al. (2018) have 
explored tier three engagement by examining the relationships among multiple publics 
surrounding a single organization or issue, thus, their research focuses on the macro-level 
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engagement, structure, strength, and information transmitted. Therefore, research has not yet 
progressed, or even narrowed, towards the relationships within a single public (e.g. the 
relationships amongst congregants).  
Intra-Public Relationships 
As a field, we have overlooked the ways in which a public has relationships with other 
members within the same stakeholder group, also known as intra-public relationships. Some 
scholars, like Men and Tsai (2015), have hinted at this phenomenon occurring, as well as the 
outcomes of it; however their analysis focused more on community identification as opposed to 
intra-public relationships.  
Men and Tsai (2015) researched the potential for social media to encourage conversations 
among individuals within the same stakeholder group, thus forming relationships with one 
another and ultimately, identifying with that group or community. The researchers then tested the 
ability for community identification to positively influence the quality of organization-public 
relationships. Results suggest that community identification positively impacts the quality of the 
organization-public relationship, as perceived by the stakeholder.  
Men and Tsai’s (2015) research is critical to note for three reasons. First, their study 
demonstrated the potential for intra-public relationships to form as a result of regular 
interactions. While their study focused more on “community,” as opposed to a network of 
relationships, the idea that regular interactions assist in cultivating intra-public relationships is 
still an important step forward for relationship management research because it breaks out of the 
dyadic organization-to-public relationship conceptualization and because it helps scholars 
understand the ways in which intra-public relationships form. Research suggests that 
organization-public relationships take effort on part of the organization and stakeholder (Heath, 
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2013), therefore, research analyzing how intra-public relationships form and who is involved in 
the formation is pertinent in order to expand on the limitations of the relationship management 
perspective and apply a network approach to relationship management.    
Second, Men and Tsai’s (2015) study noted that spaces created by the organization for 
intra-public relationships are preferred over stakeholder-created spaces. While their study 
examined this within an online space (i.e. Facebook page created by the organization compared 
to a Facebook group created by the organization’s stakeholders), their results support the 
argument that intra-public relationships deserve more scrutiny and scholarship regarding in the 
ways in which they are formed and the spaces in which they occur.  
Lastly, Men and Tsai’s (2015) study demonstrated an important outcome of community, 
namely, that identification with the community can positively influence the quality of an 
organization-public relationship. Few scholars have examined intra-public relationships within 
the public relations literature, and even fewer have analyzed outcomes of those intra-public 
relationships (Men & Tsai, 2015; Porter, Donthu, MacElroy, & Wydra, 2011). Thus, Men and 
Tsai’s (2015) conclusion that community identification impacts organization-public relationships 
is an important first step towards analyzing outcomes of intra-public relationships, and it is a 
finding that deserves to be tested with other groups and on other platforms. 
Reviewing limitations to the relationship management perspective is pertinent to this 
dissertation because the current study contributes to the growing body of public relations 
literature that incorporates a network perspective in order to analyze intra-public relationships. 
Specifically, this dissertation expands upon the work of Saffer et al. (2018) and Men and Tsai 
(2015) by examining the multiple relationships that exist as a result of megachurch 
communication efforts, including relationships amongst one public, namely congregants. 
 
 49 
Furthermore, this unique focus on the multiple covenantal relationships that congregants 
develop, including intra-congregational relationships, are key ways this study assesses tier two 
and three of engagement (i.e. relationships, embeddedness, social capital). Importantly, this 
dissertation examines the presence and strength of the relationships as well as the impact of 
certain relationships. For example, do highly engaged congregants have more or less religious 
capital than congregants who are not as engaged?   
Up to this point, the literature review has introduced and discussed engagement as the 
primary framework for this dissertation, and discussed the ways in which relationship 
management serves as a key way to assess tier two and three of congregant engagement. 
Included in the discussion of relationship management was a review on the emergence of this 
area of research, the definition, operationalizations, types of relationships, and limitations of this 
perspective. The next section of the literature review narrows the scope of this dissertation and 
focuses on demarcating between four components that are central to phase one of this research. 
Importantly, this next section also elaborates more on covenantal relationships, the primary 
relationship type examined. 
Demarcating Central Models, Concepts, and Relationships Types 
The relationships that religious organizations aim to cultivate with their congregants (one 
of their active publics) occurs in a unique context. Scholars recognized this unique context and 
developed a series of models, concepts, and relationship types to assist in explaining and 
understanding the ways in which megachurches encourage congregant engagement at a relational 
level (tier two) (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). While promising in its 
scope and breadth, this body of research has limitations regarding the organization and 
presentation of how these concepts work together. Therefore, it is important to first demarcate 
 
 50 
the differences between and the ways in which the devotional-promotional communication 
model, devotional-promotional communication campaigns, covenantal relationships, and the 
covenantal model of public relations work together before moving forward with the literature 
review. After distinguishing the differences between the components, the literature review will 
then discuss each concept, model, and relationship type in-depth, and relate each component 
back to engagement, in order to identify the specific needs in the literature and present RQ1. 
First, the literature review turns to the devotional-promotional communication model. 
Demarcating the Devotional-Promotional Communication Model  
The devotional-promotional communication model—originally titled the “religious” 
devotional-promotional communication model—was developed to describe the relationships 
among three entities, including an object of devotion (e.g. God), organizational communicator 
(e.g. pastor, church communicator), and stakeholders (e.g. congregants) (Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006).1 Figure 1 visually illustrates the three relationships within this model.  
Unlike other understandings of organization-public relationships, this model recognizes 
that religious organizations and religious publics have a relationship with an entity that is not 
manifest like an organization or public. The other entity, “object of devotion,” can be a deity, 
saint (Tilson & Chao, 2002), religion (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006), video game (Spaulding, 
2016), soccer team (Xifra, 2008), or issue (Saffer, 2018). Whereas most scholars have 
conceptualized organizations and publics as having direct relationships, this model expands the 
scope and identifies another entity that both the organization and the stakeholder have a 
relationship with. 
 
1 To clarify, Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) utilize the word “clergy” to refer to organizational communicators, 
both pastors and public relations practitioners. In the results section, this dissertation discusses the difference 
























Compared to other models in public relations, the devotional-promotional communication 
model was conceptualized to highlight the relational goals behind public relations and 
communication efforts from organizations in such unique contexts (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006). The emphasis on relational goals is why the model can be situated as tier two 
engagement, and within the relationship management perspective. Within the current study’s 
conceptualization of engagement, the devotional-promotional communication model highlights 
engagement as relationships between a congregant and God and between a congregant and 
clergy, for example. Furthermore, as opposed to the four models proposed by Grunig and Hunt 
(1984) which focus on gaining publicity (press agentry), disseminating information (public 
information), persuading to benefit the organization (asymmetrical model), or building mutual 
understanding (symmetrical model), the devotional-promotional model focuses on the 












The ways in which the devotional-promotional communication model relates to the other 
three components (devotional-promotional communication campaigns, covenantal relationships, 
and the covenantal model of public relations) is complex due to the titles of each component and 
limited research that exists. However, one article fully captured the relationship between each. 
Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) examined the devotional-promotional communication 
model within two Hindu temples in the United States. They learned that the Hindu temples 
specifically utilized devotional-promotional communication campaigns to strengthen covenantal 
relationships between the temple leadership and congregants, and to deepen the devotion 
congregants had for ancient Hindu teachings (the object of devotion) (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006). Furthermore, the Hindu temples were able to realize the devotional-promotional 
communication model by strategically practicing the covenantal model of public relations. Tilson 
and Venkateswaran’s (2006) research is discussed in more depth in multiple sections of this 
literature review because it incorporates each of the four components into the single project. 
However, introducing their research now is critical in order to understand the ways in which the 
components work together to achieve the engagement and relational goals within the devotional-
promotional communication model.   
Conceptual Slippage 
Scholars are still developing the devotional-promotional communication model; 
therefore, limited research has been published in peer-reviewed articles. However, of the 
research that exists, the terminology used by scholars interchanges key concepts like covenantal 
relationships and the “models” referenced (i.e. devotional-promotional communication model 
and the covenantal model of public relations) (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006; Xifra, 2008). The 
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grouping of the “models” negatively impacts the clarity of the components and subsequent 
research.  
For example, scholars have referred to the devotional-promotional model interchangeably 
with the covenantal model of public relations. The covenantal model is a dyadic relational 
orientation, focused on the relationship between the church and significant publics, and is 
characterized by “mutual trust and co-responsibility” (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006, p. 124). In 
one article, for instance, Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) explained the devotional-promotional 
communication model while also referencing the covenantal model, and the authors go onto 
reference “model” without designation of the two (cf. p. 115). It appears that the conceptual 
“slippage” has limited these models (Cannon, 2014; Xifra, 2008).  
Incomplete Definitions and Conceptualizations 
Further complicating the conceptual clarity, scholars provide incomplete definitions to 
the devotional-promotional communication model, or simply reference “devotional-promotional 
communication” without clarification on whether they are referencing the model or promotional 
campaigns. For example, Xifra (2008) argued that the devotional-promotional communication 
model “sets forth, upholds, and reinforces relations with ‘faithful supporters’” (p. 192) in their 
research about the Barcelona Football Club as a form of civil religion. However, Tilson and 
Venkateswaran (2006) initially conceptualized the model as establishing and reinforcing 
relationships with faithful supporters and between an object of devotion and clergy. Therefore, 
Xifra (2008) omits a core component of the model: the relationship between the object of 
devotion and organizational communicators. While seemingly minor, or possibly a strategic 
method to narrow the scope of the project, conceptual differences such as this contribute to the 
conceptual slippage.  
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This leads us to the next issue in this body of literature, namely that devotional-
promotional communication campaigns are distinct and separate from the devotional-
promotional communication model, and not all scholars clearly explain the differences between 
the two (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). Campaigns are used to instill enthusiasm and 
ultimately covenantal relationships towards the entities within the model, whereas the model 
represents the triangular relationship among an object of devotion, communicator, and 
stakeholder (Tilson, 2006; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). For example, a Hindu community 
practiced a devotional-promotional communication campaign through its monthly newsletter to 
inspire enthusiasm for ancient Hindu teachings, whereas the devotional-promotional 
communication model would consist of relationships amongst the temple’s clergy, congregants, 
and “the Lord” (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006, p. 124).  
Incorrect Sources 
Lastly, some scholars have attempted to summarize Tilson’s (Tilson, 2005, 2006, 2012; 
Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006) work in religious public relations. Yet, 
this has further muddied the conceptual clarity and distinction between the models. For instance, 
in research summarizing or building upon the devotional-promotional communication model, 
scholars have cited early work by Tilson (Tilson & Chao, 2002) that does not yet touch on the 
devotional-promotional model (Cannon, 2014; Spaulding, 2016). As a result, the contributions of 
the models and concepts present challenges to researchers seeking to further this work.  
Despite the inconsistencies in research on the devotional-promotional communication 
model, research on the components that proceed within the model, including covenantal 
relationships, covenantal model of public relations, and devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns, are rich and assist in understanding the ways in which the model works, as well as 
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the conceptual limitations. While engagement is at the core of this dissertation, the devotional-
promotional communication model serves as the framework to assess the ways in which 
megachurches encouragement of congregant engagement. Therefore, an in-depth review of the 
devotional-promotional communication model, as well as each component situated within the 
model, is discussed next.  
Devotional-Promotional Communication Model 
The devotional-promotional communication model provides a unique conceptual 
framework for scholars interested in tier two of engagement, specifically, organization–public 
relationships, intra-public relationships, and relationships with abstract unifiers (e.g. issues or 
socially constructed entities like deities or nations) (Xifra, 2008). Despite the potential of the 
model, research on the devotional-promotional communication model is limited in its scope and 
depth, and only included within one research article (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006).  
To clarify, the primary purpose of Tilson and Venkateswaran’s (2006) article was to 
assess the potential for two Hindu communities to employ devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns, develop covenantal relationships, link these two activities with the 
covenantal model of public relations, and introduce the devotional-promotional communication 
model. Therefore, Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) did not provide an in-depth review of the 
devotional-promotional communication model. Instead, they introduced the devotional-
promotional communication model to the literature, primarily through a figure (cf. p. 115), and 
proceeded to situate it with the covenantal model of public relations (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006). Importantly, the covenantal model of public relations served as the served as the primary 
framework for their research (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). The current review of Tilson and 
Venkateswaran’s (2006) framework and purpose of their research serves to demonstrate that no 
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study has measured and analyzed the devotional-promotional communication model. To date, it 
has just been proposed within various contexts (Spaulding, 2016; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006; Xifra, 2008). 
Value of the Devotional-Promotional Communication Model 
While the research may seem bleak for the devotional-promotional communication 
model, considering the few articles that include it and the conceptual slippage that occurs within 
those articles, it serves as the most fitting framework for religious public relations theorizing and 
practice specifically, but also public relations theorizing and research in general. Regarding 
religious public relations theorizing and practice, the devotional-promotional communication 
model considers the unique context in which engagement occurs and the multiple entities 
present. For instance, an object of devotion within a religious context can be a saint, God, a holy 
text, or a religion (Tilson, 2006; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006).  
For public relations theorizing in general, the devotional-promotional communication 
model incorporates other elements, like issues or abstract unifiers, that bring people together. In 
order to truly understand how relational engagement works, the literature needs models and 
research that accurately conceptualizes the complexities of relationships and entities involved. 
Therefore, developing the devotional-promotional communication model is a critical part of this 
dissertation. By focusing strategically on the devotional-promotional communication model 
within megachurches, this research could have implications for public relations theorizing 
overall, and the devotional-promotional communication model could translate to other devotion-
like industries, such as sports, video games, politics, fandom, as well as areas that include 
abstract unifiers, like nations and issues (Spaulding, 2016; Xifra, 2008).  
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Introducing Relationships and Campaigns to the Model 
Within the framework of the devotional-promotional communication model, relationships 
occur between three entities, including object of devotion (i.e. God) and organizational 
communicators, stakeholders and organizational communicators, and object of devotion and 
stakeholders. While relationships with both God and Jesus are encouraged within Protestant 
communities, this literature review will solely list God, even though both deities are of 
importance. The relationships among these entities have been conceptualized as covenantal 
relationships (Tilson, 2011a). Figure 2 illustrates the covenantal relationships between each 
entity in the devotional-promotional communication model.  
Covenantal Relationships Within the Model. Covenantal relationships are mutually 
beneficial relationships between a provider and receiver where the receiver’s needs, which are 
“inherently good,” are met (Hung, 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002, p. 90; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006). For example, a covenantal relationship can occur between a megachurch employee (e.g. 
missions pastor) and congregant, where the congregant seeks a relationship and education on 
religious doctrine, the megachurch missions pastor fulfills both needs, and both parties benefit. 
Specific benefits include relationship formation, increased knowledge on religious doctrine 
(specific receiver benefit), and a highly-educated congregant who can then convert others and 
bring others into the religious fold (specific provider benefit) (Tilson & Chao, 2002).  
Devotional Campaigns that Support the Model. The communication efforts that builds 
or deepens covenantal relationships within the devotional-promotional communication model are 
referred to as devotional-promotional communication campaigns (Tilson, 2006, 2012). A 
devotional-promotional communication campaign is defined as a concentrated public relations 
effort where the goal is to elicit devotion or allegiance towards a specific thing (e.g. living or 
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deceased individual, figure, entity, religion, organization, brand) (Tilson, 2006; Tilson & Chao, 
2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). For example, the Catholic church practiced a devotional-
promotional communication campaign through press releases and ads in news media, aimed at 
inspiring devotion to Saint Thérèse (Tilson & Chao, 2002). 
Figure 2.  



















Covenantal relationships initially occur between a congregant and one other entity, either 
the church or deity. As time progresses through remaining and additional devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns, religious organizations encourage and help to foster the development 
of covenantal relationships between all three entities (i.e. God and a congregant, God and clergy, 
and a congregant and clergy). For example, a covenantal relationship can occur between God and 
a megachurch missions pastor, and God and a congregant. Thus, there is no covenantal 
relationship between the megachurch missions pastor and the congregant. As time passes and as 
the megachurch utilizes more devotional-promotional communication campaigns promoting 












the congregant and the megachurch missions pastor as well. Religious organizations are able to 
accomplish this when they abide by the covenantal model of public relations, a proposed 
theoretical grounding for the practice of public relations (Tilson, 2011b). While titled as ‘the 
covenantal model of public relations,’ this dissertation posits that it should be viewed as an 
approach to the practice of public relations. 
Reviewing the ways in which the devotional-promotional communication model works is 
critical because it has taken several years and several research projects to piece together the 
puzzle of this framework (Tilson, 2005, 2006, 2011, 2012; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006). Furthermore, as stated earlier, the purpose of this research is to fill in the 
gaps within the literature and incorporate a network perspective to the study of multiple tiers of 
engagement and relationship management perspective, therefore, having a solid foundation of 
how the model works is necessary before proposing a new, updated version. 
Limitations of the Devotional-Promotional Communication Model 
While promising in its scope and impact, a key limitation in the current conceptualization 
of the devotional-promotional communication model is its structure. Specifically, when 
conceptualizing the model, Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) did not consider if or how a 
religious organization encourages congregants to develop relationships with one another (i.e. 
intra-public relationships). Figure 3 illustrates the additional relationship that can occur between 
the three entities (thus, four relationships between three entities). The additional relationship, one 
amongst congregants, forms the networked devotional-promotional engagement model. Similar 
to the original version of the model, the networked devotional-promotional engagement model 
assess congregant engagement through covenantal relationships. 
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Furthermore, while categorized as intra-public relationships, given the specific context in 
which this study takes place, the literature review refers to them as “intra-congregational 
relationships” for the remainder of this dissertation. Also, to clarify, while Tilson and 
Venkateswaran (2006) examined how Hindu communities practice devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns to maintain community amongst believers, researchers stopped at the 
“community” level and did not dive deeper to see if intra-congregational relationships were an 
outcome of these organization’s public relations efforts.  
Figure 3.  



















Intra-Congregational Relationships Within the Networked Model. Several scholars 
have explored the ways in which religious organizations strategically attempt to cultivate 
relationships amongst congregants, lending support that intra-congregational relationships could 
be a logical extension of the devotional-promotional communication model. Yet, most have not 













concepts, or models (Campbell & DeLashmutt, 2014; Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der 
Ruhr & Daniels, 2012).  
von der Ruhr and Daniels’ (2012) research is a prime example. The scholars examined 
the ways in which megachurches strategically utilize small groups “as a means of subsidizing the 
individual’s participation at the megachurch” (p. 472). The researchers concluded that this 
approach (megachurches utilizing small groups) is successful in increasing the number of 
congregants and it also benefits congregants through increased religious capital, which is an 
outcome of tier three of engagement (von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). In other words, while their 
study analyzed the formation and outcomes of intra-congregational relationships via small 
groups on both the individual and the church, their framework centered on an “economic model 
of utility maximization” and was absent on any literature regarding engagement or relationship 
development, maintenance, or management (p. 489). Importantly, von der Ruhr and Daniels’ 
(2012) study supports the idea that intra-congregational relationships occur and suggests church-
directed devotional-promotional communication campaigns assist in fostering intra-
congregational relationships. 
Furthermore, other research from religious studies, interpersonal communication, and 
sociology support the idea that intra-congregational relationships occur and have outcomes on 
both the individual and church (Lim & Putnam, 2010; Merino, 2013; Pearce & Axinn, 1998; 
Pearce & Thornton, 2007; Schafer, 2018; Stroope, 2012). For example, both Lim and Putnam 
(2010) and Stroope (2012) explored the impact intra-congregational relationships have on the 
congregant’s religiosity and life satisfaction. Through a national survey with 1,600 respondents, 
results suggest that intra-congregational ties positively impact the congregant’s participation in 
religious activities, adherence to religious beliefs, and multiple dimensions of religiosity 
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(Stroope, 2012). Within a faith and denomination that is tightly tied to evangelizing, a strong 
believer can be equated to a strong messenger of the faith. In other words, a strong believer can 
bring non-believers, or other believers, into the religious fold, therefore benefitting the church 
(Stroope, 2012). 
While the research reviewed stems from various disciplines and does not include 
concepts or theories related to public relations, it is still pertinent to include in this review 
because it lends support to the networked devotional-promotional engagement model. 
Specifically, this research demonstrates that intra-congregational relationships exist, are 
strategically cultivated by the religious organization, and they impact both the congregant and 
the church. Importantly, intra-congregational relationships constitute tier two of engagement (i.e. 
relationships), and research by various disciplines discuss the outcomes of intra-congregational 
relationships, like an increase in religious capital, which comprises of tier three of engagement 
(i.e. impact and group-level outcomes) (von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012; Johnston & Taylor, 
2018). Thus, it is through intra-congregational relationships that engaged congregants move from 
tier two of engagement to tier three of engagement and begin to take action, have impact, and 
group-level outcomes emerge through social capital or behavioral changes. 
Next, the literature review discusses additional limitations of the current 
conceptualization of the devotional-promotional communication model, namely, the lack of 
research regarding effects on other relationships within the model. 
Association With Other Relationships Within the Networked Model. The second 
limitation in the current conceptualization of the devotional-promotional communication model 
builds upon the first; however it focuses on outcomes within the model. Specifically, Tilson and 
Venkateswaran (2006) did not consider how the presence or strength of certain relationships 
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within the devotional-promotional communication model could impact the other relationships 
present.  
For instance, if intra-congregational relationships are perceived as strong, then the 
presence of those strong relationships could, in turn, strengthen the relationships a congregant 
has with God or clergy. As mentioned earlier, Men and Tsai (2015) determined that an outcome 
of community identification (defined as “productive relationships with other group members”) is 
a stronger relationship with the organization itself (p. 398). Men and Tsai’s (2015) finding lends 
support to potential for intra-congregational relationships to impact other relationships within the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model, whether that be a positive influence or 
negative. Therefore, the outcomes of intra-congregational relationships are not solely limited to 
the congregant or the church, but also on the relationships between each of the remaining 
entities. The lack of consideration regarding the impact of relationships on other relationships 
within the networked model has important outcomes for relationship management research 
because intra-congregational relationships could be seen as a benefit to both the stakeholder and 
the organization. 
Up to this point, the literature review has discussed how the devotional-promotional 
communication model works, how it is related to engagement, the inconsistencies in current 
research, the ways in which other components (covenantal relationships, devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns, covenantal model of public relationships) support the model, and the 
limitations in the model’s conceptualization. Importantly, the literature review has also discussed 
the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, a new conceptualization of Tilson and 
Venkateswaran’s (2006) model that incorporates intra-congregational relationships into the 
framework. Within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, the literature 
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review has discussed how intra-congregational relationships are tier two of engagement, but can 
become tier three of engagement through action, impact, and group-level outcomes. 
Additionally, the literature review discussed important outcomes of intra-congregational 
relationships to the individual, the church, and the model overall, and the needs in literature to 
connect these activities and outcomes to public relations theories, models, and concepts. 
Next, the literature review will discuss the specific relationship type that this dissertation 
focuses on: covenantal relationships.  
Covenantal Relationships 
A critical component within the devotional-promotional communication model are the 
covenantal relationships among the entities. Covenantal relationships are characterized by 
clergy–congregant trust, the promise on behalf of clergy to fulfill “client” (e.g. believer or non-
believer) needs, which are “considered mutually and inherently good,” and reciprocity (Hung, 
2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002, p. 90; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006).  
Within the public relations literature, covenantal relationships were first proposed by 
Tilson and Chao (2002); however, covenantal relationships have a rich history in business 
management and ethics literature (Barnett & Schubert, 2002; Caldwell & Karri, 2005; Van Dyne, 
Graham, & Dienesch, 1994). For instance, in Van Dyne et al.’s (1994) research on organizational 
citizenship behavior, the scholars described the relationship citizens have with their government 
as covenantal relationships due to the: 
…open-ended commitment, mutual trust, and shared values [between citizens and their 
government]… Covenants describe relationships of mutual commitment in which 
specific behaviors required to maintain the relationship or pursue common ends are not 
specifiable in advance. A covenant is ‘not a bargain but a pledge,’ a mutual promise by 
individuals to do their best to serve common values for an indefinite period…. Covenants 
are existential; they focus on a state of being and involve intrinsically motivated effort 




While covenantal relationships have been studied across disciplines, the core tenets of this 
relationship type remain consistent, in that there is a pledge or promise made between the two 
entities, who share common values, to assist one another in maintaining the relationship and 
working towards a common goal that is beneficial for both entities involved.  
 Covenantal relationships are different than other relationship types because of the 
“commitment to the welfare of both parties… and values” (Hung, 2005; Van Dyne et al., 1994, 
p. 769). In other words, covenantal relationships are characterized by commitment to the other 
entity, to the relationship, and to the welfare of the other entity within the relationship. The 
multi-layered commitment is different from other “mutual-benefit” relationship types because 
the entities care about equal benefit or fairness in dispersion of benefits, as opposed to caring 
about the actual entity participating in the relationship, like in covenantal relationships (Hung, 
2005; Van Dyne et al., 1994). Within covenantal relationships, disagreements can occur or one 
entity can engage in sub-par performance; however the relationship is not threatened, ended, or 
diminished (Van Dyne et al., 1994). Instead, parties engage in dialogue about areas of 
disagreement or improvement, raise one another up, forgive, and remain committed to the 
welfare of the other entity and the relationship. Additionally, some covenantal relationships do 
not have a clear goal or “benefit” they are trying to achieve. Sometimes the purpose of the 
relationship formation is a “common end,” which is based on shared values, but is not specified 
in advance (Van Dyne et al., 1994, p. 768). 
 Indeed, this specific type of relationship perfectly characterizes tier two of engagement, 
which includes engagement as understanding, connection, and relationship (Johnston & Taylor, 
2018). The characteristics of a covenantal relationship, such as commitment, mutual trust, and 
shared values contribute to relationship formation and strengthening, but also understanding and 
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connection that is necessary in order to work toward a common goal that is beneficial to both 
entities involved. To foster a covenantal relationship, scholars turn to devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Covenantal Relationships and Devotional-Promotional Campaigns 
Covenantal relationships can be both an outcome of, and antecedent to, devotional-
promotional communication campaigns (Tilson, 2011b). In other words, devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns can help to establish new covenantal relationships and strengthen 
existing covenantal relationships (Baker, 2002; Tilson, 2011b; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006).  
Devotional-promotional communication campaigns help to establish new covenantal 
relationships by encouraging various stakeholders, including non-believers, to form a covenantal 
relationship with an entity (e.g. God, a saint, clergy, congregant). For example, if a non-believer 
learns of the dates and location for an upcoming tour of Saint Thérèse’s relics and attends the 
showcase, one could argue that the person is seeking fulfillment for an unfulfilled spiritual or 
relational need, and is trying to find an entity (either Saint Thérèse herself, or the Catholic 
church) to fulfill it (Tilson & Chao, 2002). The act of seeking fulfillment and then receiving 
fulfillment from a saint, the church, or a deity is an example of establishing new devotion or a 
new relationship. Similarly, if a congregant already has a covenantal relationship with God, but 
does not have one with clergy, the devotional-promotional communication campaign can help to 
develop a new covenantal relationship between the devout believer and church communicator 
(Tilson, 2011b). Lastly, devotional-promotional communication campaigns can encourage 
stronger covenantal relationships by helping entities identify other unfulfilled needs that a single 
entity can fulfill (e.g. clergy can provide for relational needs, spiritual guidance, education on 
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religious doctrine, interpretation of a holy text, etc.), or by simply strengthening the relationship 
(Tilson, 2011b, p. 169; Tilson & Chao, 2002). 
Importantly, devotional-promotional communication campaigns comprise of tier one 
engagement. While the goal of devotional-promotional campaigns is to inspire devotion and 
allegiance, organizations do this by utilizing public relations materials that serve to raise 
awareness, encourage attendance, and encourage interactive behavior (i.e. like, click, comment, 
share) with online materials. It is the congregant’s choice on whether or not they maintain tier 
one engagement (e.g. awareness of God and the religion) or move to tier two of engagement (e.g. 
develop a covenantal relationship with God and deepen their devotion to their faith).  
This research is specifically interested in the ways in which religious organizations utilize 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage the development, or 
strengthening, of covenantal relationships between God and congregants, God and clergy, clergy 
and congregants, and amongst congregants (Figure 3). So far, the literature review has defined 
covenantal relationships, reviewed how they are unique compared to other relationship types, the 
tier of engagement they fall under, and discussed how they are formed. Next, the literature 
review discusses limitations to covenantal relationships, both in conceptualization and 
operationalization. 
Limitations in the Current Conceptualization of Covenantal Relationships 
There is a key limitation in the current conceptualization of covenantal relationships, and 
it focuses on roles. Namely, the provider or fulfiller of needs (i.e. “clergy” according to Tilson & 
Chao’s (2002) definition) can be multiple different entities, including actual employees or 
volunteers within a religious organization, other congregants, God, or a saint (Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006; Tilson, 2011b). Scholars in business management described covenantal 
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relationships as occurring between two “partners,” thus minimizing the designated provider 
position and designated receiver position; however, that demarcation does not occur within the 
public relations literature. 
For example, despite Tilson and Venkateswaran’s (2006) conceptualization that “clergy” 
(e.g. organizational member) are the sole provider of needs, God can also act as the provider 
within a covenantal relationship, and a church employee can act as the receiver. In this scenario, 
the church employee can seek spiritual guidance and a stronger relationship, God fulfills both 
needs over time, and both parties benefit due to the stronger relationship, new spiritual guidance 
(specific receiver benefit), and loyal follower (specific provider benefit). Or, for a different 
perspective, the provider and be “Congregant A” and the receiver can be “Congregant B.” In this 
scenario, Congregant B seeks a relationship and accountability from Congregant A, Congregant 
A fulfills both needs over time, and both parties benefit due to the relationship formation, 
assistance with accountability (specific receiver benefit), and addition of a sincere worshipper 
into their community (specific provider benefit).  
To clarify, these examples only scratch the surface regarding needs fulfilled, mutual 
benefit, and shared values within covenantal relationship. The purpose of the examples is to 
demonstrate that the “provider” role can be served by any one of the three entities within the 
networked devotional promotional communication model. Pulling from business management 
literature, using terms like “partner” or “entity” to describe the parties involved in a covenantal 
relationship may assist in breaking out of the traditional view that an organization fulfills 
stakeholder needs. Next, the literature review turns to limitations regarding the operationalization 
and measurement of covenantal relationships.  
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Limitations of Covenantal Relationships 
Methods to measure the presence and strength of covenantal relationships remain 
inconsistent. Scholars have utilized organizational commitment variables, relationship 
management measures, and logic. For example, Tilson (2006) argued that a church simply 
utilizing a devotional-promotional communication campaign are therefore considered to be 
engaging in “covenantal relationship-building because the Church calls its various publics… into 
a positive relationship with St. James, the Church, and ultimately, with God” (p. 169). The 
assumption that the church is automatically engaged in covenantal relationship-building as a 
result of utilizing devotional-promotional communication campaigns is problematic because no 
attempt was made on behalf of researchers to examine the covenantal relationship from either 
entity’s perspective, it was only assumed to be a logical outcome.  
Recently, public relations scholars have sought to empirically measure the value 
congregants place on relationships with clergy by surveying congregants (Waters & Bortree, 
2012). To do this, Waters and Bortree (2012) used relationship management measures developed 
by Hon and Grunig (1999), including trust, control mutuality, satisfaction, and commitment. 
Results from their survey suggest that the relationship between the church and millennial 
congregants (the population specifically studied) is “healthy,” and that millennials “embrace 
symmetrical dialogue” from their church (Waters & Bortree, 2012, p. 211). While Waters and 
Bortree’s (2012) approach assisted in building knowledge about relationships within religious 
organizations, the study does not consider the unique religious context in which these 
relationships take place, the needs fulfilled, or the benefit netted by the receiver or provider.  
On the other end of the public relations methodology spectrum, Hung (2005) assessed 
various relationship types, including covenantal, by interviewing practitioners, CEOs, VPs, and 
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general managers of multinational companies in China. Again, while important in order to build 
knowledge on covenantal relationships, their study only focused on the organization’s perception 
of the relationship without considering the stakeholders evaluation of relationship formation, 
strength, needs fulfilled, or mutual benefit.  
Within the business management literature, Van Dyne et al. (1994) measured covenantal 
relationships between employees and their supervisors using 23 items “that represent a unique 
combination of cross-level relationships designed to capture the reciprocality of covenants” (p. 
777). Eight of the items inquire about the respondents’ perceptions of the organization’s 
relationship with all employees, and the remaining 15 items focus on the employee’s perception 
of their relationship with the organization. Measures regarding the organization’s covenantal 
relationship with employees in general pose statements like, “my superior treats each subordinate 
as an individual” and “my superior spends a lot of time coaching each individual subordinate 
who needs it” (p. 801). On the other hand, measures regarding the employee’s perception of a 
covenantal relationship pose statements like, “I talk up this organization to my friends as a great 
organization to work for” and “for me this is the best of all possible organizations for which to 
work” (Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 1979, p. 228). While useful within their specific context, their 
measures do not easily translate to this study’s context regarding megachurch employees and 
congregants. 
To remedy this measurement limitation, scholars could utilize measures for covenantal 
relationships from the Servant Leadership Scale (SLS) (Sendjaya, 2005; Sendjaya, Sarros, & 
Santora, 2008; Sendjaya & Pekerti, 2010). For instance, measures for covenantal relationships 
within the Servant Leadership Scale focus on assessing acceptance, equality, availability, and 
collaboration (Sendjaya, 2005). Specifically, measures include “accepts me for who I am, not as 
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he or she wants me to be,” “treats people as equal partners in the organization,” “is willing to 
spend time to build a professional relationship with me,” and more (Sendjaya, 2005). 
Importantly, questions, whether quantitively or qualitatively gathered, need to be addressed to 
aid in understanding the benefits gained and needs fulfilled. 
Figure 4.  














Covenantal Relationship Research Question 
For the first research question, this dissertation seeks to examine congregant’s perception 
of covenantal relationships within the entities present within the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model. Figure 4 depicts the specific relationships that RQ1 examines. 
To explore the potential for covenantal relationships within the networked model, this 
dissertation asks: 
RQ1: To what extent do congregants perceive the presence of covenantal relationships 
with the Church, God/Jesus, and other congregants? 
Up to this point, the literature review has discussed the definition of covenantal 
relationships, connected covenantal relationships to tier two of engagement, discussed the ways 
in which they are formed, the limitations within the current conceptualization, and limitations in 












relationships are the specific relationship type that occurs between each of the three entities 
within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model (Figure 3) and that they are 
characterized by trust, mutual-benefit, fulfilling needs, and shared values. Next, the literature 
review discusses the primary method religious organizations utilize in order to develop or 
strengthen covenantal relationships: devotional-promotional communication campaigns. 
Devotional-Promotional Communication Campaigns 
A devotional-promotional communication campaign is a public relations and 
communication effort aimed at “instilling great love or loyalty, enthusiasm, or zeal for a 
particular religious individual, living or deceased, or for a specific religion or faith” (Tilson & 
Chao, 2002, p. 89). Devotional-promotional communication campaigns are central to the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model because this type of public relations effort 
is the primary way in which religious organizations engage with their congregants with the hopes 
of fostering new or strengthening existing covenantal relationships between each of the entities 
(Tilson, 2011a, 2011b).  
To examine devotional-promotional communication campaigns, scholars analyze the 
public relations efforts and materials themselves and drawn conclusions regarding changes in 
allegiance and devotion from congregants based on the communication materials. For instance, 
Tilson and Chao (2002) examined devotional-promotional communication campaigns within the 
Catholic Church during a tour of St. Thérèse’s relics. The Catholic Church viewed the tour as an 
opportunity for evangelization for non-believers (i.e. develop new devotion and covenantal 
relationships), as well as an opportunity to strengthen the relationship with the Church for 
current believers (Tilson & Chao, 2002). To promote the tour, organizers created and 
disseminated a media kit, copies of campaign materials (i.e. poster, prayer card, brochure with 
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itinerary of tour dates and locations), toll free numbers, and a dedicated website. To assess the 
campaign, Tilson and Chao’s (2002) conducted a textual analysis of the public relations 
materials and media coverage, surveyed clergy and media professionals, and conducted in-depth 
interviews with clergy. Results suggest that the Catholic Church succeeded in cultivating 
devotion, interest, and allegiance to Saint Thérèse and the Catholic faith through the devotional-
promotional communication campaign. Tilson and Chao (2002) came to this conclusion based on 
the number of visitors who attended the tour of Saint Thérèse’s relics and the devotion expressed 
in testimonies of attendees. The testimonies were gathered by news reporters covering the tour 
and subsequently analyzed by Tilson and Chao (2002) as part of their research into devotional-
promotional communication campaigns and covenantal relationships.   
Tilson and Chao’s (2002) research, one of the first articles published that analyzed 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns, introduced devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns to the public relations literature. Their research has provided the 
literature an analytical framework to assess the presence and success of religiously-rooted public 
relations initiatives.  
Devotional-promotional communication campaigns align with tier one of engagement. 
The campaigns are focused on assessing presence and interaction on a low level, as opposed to 
tier two goals like mutual understanding, connection, or relationships (Johnston & Taylor, 2018). 
Tier one of engagement indicates activities that serve to increase awareness or garner presence 
and are typically measured via likes, comments, or shares on a social networking site, views or 
clicks on a website, knowledge of a cause or issue, or any other measurement to demonstrate that 
a congregant is aware of a specific opportunity or information. Therefore, tier one engagement 
aligns with how the networked devotional-promotional engagement model works because 
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devotional-promotional communication campaigns represent tier one of engagement and serve to 
increase awareness. Ideally, devotional-promotional communication campaigns lead to 
covenantal relationships, which represent tier two of engagement and focus on connection and 
relationships. Thus, theoretically, tier one (campaigns) become tier two (relationships) over time.  
Materials within Devotional-Promotional Communication Campaigns 
While megachurches may not tour another country in an effort to instill devotion to the 
church or God like the campaigns studied in Tilson and Chao (2002), devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns can still occur. To help demonstrate the ways in which multiple 
religions have utilized devotional-promotional communication campaigns, the literature review 
will discuss another example using different public relations materials than Tilson and Chao 
(2002).  
Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) assessed devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns within two Hindu communities by conducting a textual analysis of their public 
relations documents (e.g. email newsletters, website), by interviewing clergy, and by observing 
the worship services. Results suggest that the two Hindu communities employed two distinct 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns: one to their internal stakeholders (i.e. 
congregants) and one to an external audience (i.e. society at large). Importantly, researchers 
concluded that because the communities employed devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns, then devotion was strengthened and covenantal relationships were formed between 
congregants and faith, and society at large and the church (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Through studying devotional-promotional communication campaigns and assessing devotion 
through worship services, Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) formulated the devotional-
promotional communication model.  
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Tilson and Venkateswaran’s (2006) research demonstrated that devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns can be utilized by multiple types of religious organizations and 
through a variety of mediums, including online (e.g. email newsletters, social networking sites, 
website), in person (e.g. worship services, a tour of relics) and in print (e.g. worship handouts, 
letters, prayer cards) (Tilson, 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). The 
campaigns can include newer public relations resources already mentioned, like social 
networking sites and websites, but also more traditional public relations tools, like press releases, 
media tours, and pitch letters (Tilson 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002). 
Scholars have not studied a devotional-promotional communication campaign from a 
megachurch, the specific site of the current study, or from a Protestant faith in general. Research 
on devotional-promotional communication campaigns has primarily focused on two religions: 
Hinduism and Catholicism (Tilson 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Thus, while research on devotional-promotional communication campaigns is limited in that 
sense, the inclusion of contrasting religions ultimately strengthens the growing body of literature. 
Documenting how different religions and denominations practice devotional-promotional 
communication is critical because it reveals essential insights regarding the unique ways in 
which various religious organizations practice public relations. 
While devotional-promotional communication campaigns are straight-forward regarding 
definition, materials, level of engagement, and purpose, there are key methodological and 
conceptual limitations present. 
Conceptual Limitations to Devotional Campaigns 
Despite the foundation created by Tilson and Chao (2002) and subsequent research by 
Tilson (Tilson, 2005; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006), there are two conceptual limitations to 
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this concept. First, scholars conceptualized devotional-promotional communication campaigns as 
impacting devotion and relationships solely between an object of devotion and a stakeholder. 
The object of devotion can be a saint, a deity, a faith, or a living person. Thus, because of the 
current conceptualization, scholars have only focused on religious organizations’ ability to 
encourage allegiance or zeal towards a single entity or religion. While this is a core component 
within any religious organizations’ public relations efforts, this is not the only focus of their 
public relations efforts. The current research posits that devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns also assist in forming covenantal intra-congregational relationships and covenantal 
relationships between organizational communicators (i.e. pastors) and congregants. To clarify, 
previous research has primarily focused on the ability for devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns to inspire devotion to a deity or religion, and has not included the 
ways in which devotional-promotional communication campaigns can inspire relationships 
amongst congregants or between congregants and clergy. 
The idea that religiously-rooted public relations campaigns can assist in forming 
relationships between clergy and congregants is supported by public relations and marketing 
research (Notarantonio & Quigley, 2009). For example, religious organizations are non-profit 
organizations that rely on donors for their day-to-day operations. Thus, like any non-profit 
organization that relies on donors, religious organizations still include certain messages within 
their public relations materials encouraging stakeholders to donate, or tithe, to the religious 
organization. Therefore, a megachurch needs to inspire devotion and zeal towards God and they 
also need to encourage stakeholders to donate their money to the megachurch specifically, as 
opposed to one of the thousands of other religious organizations or faith-based organizations. 
The need for donations requires religious organizations to communicate their needs to and 
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develop relationships with stakeholders (i.e. congregants) through public relations efforts. While 
the current research argues that public relations efforts within religious organizations have many 
purposes, this example with donors serves to demonstrate that devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns also have the potential to aid in forming intra-congregational 
relationships and relationships between clergy and congregants.   
The second limitation to the conceptualization of devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns focuses on the transition from inspiring devotion to forming a covenantal 
relationship. Researchers posit that devotional-promotional communication campaigns are the 
primary ways in which covenantal relationships are established or strengthened (Tilson, 2011a, 
2011b); however, the process from experiencing devotion to engaging in a covenantal 
relationship has not been thoroughly reviewed or analyzed, it has only been repeatedly stated 
(Tilson & Chao, 2002). Because of the murkiness in the literature concerning this process and 
the limiting definition of this type of campaign, the current research examines the extent to 
which devotional-promotional communication campaigns can instill love, loyalty, devotion, and 
also establish new and/or strengthen existing covenantal relationships by assessing the presence 

















Figure 5.  



















Devotional-Promotional Communication Campaign Research Questions 
For the second research question, this dissertation aims to examine the extent to which 
megachurches utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage devotion 
and covenantal relationships with the entities present in the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model. Figure 5 depicts the specific platforms of interest when assessing devotional-
promotional communication campaigns, as well as the specific covenantal relationships of 
interest for RQ2. To explore the use of devotional-promotional communication campaigns 



























RQ2: In what ways do megachurches employ devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns to encourage covenantal relationships that are present within the networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model, specifically between the following: (a) 
congregants and God; (b) congregants and the Church; (c) among congregants? 
Thus far, the literature review has covered the purpose and goals of devotional-
promotional communication campaigns, how scholars analyze them, how devotional campaigns 
fit into tier one engagement, materials included within the campaigns, and limitations to the 
conceptualization and measurement. Reviewing devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns is necessary because scholars claim that this is the primary way in which covenantal 
relationships are formed, thus, the current study aims to assess the impact of devotional-
promotional communication campaigns in the formation of covenantal relationships within the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model. Thus, assessing devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns within megachurches is imperative in order to examine the networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model within this specific religion, denomination, and 
context. 
Next, the literature review discusses the approach religious organizations follow in order 
to foster or strengthen covenantal relationships, carry out devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns, and realize the networked devotional-promotional engagement model. 
Covenantal Approach to Public Relations 
The covenantal model of public relations is “an ethically [and trust] based understanding 
of fostering organizational relationships with significant publics,” (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006, p. 130), which occur primarily between “the church and its faithful” (Tilson & Chao, 2002, 
p. 91). In other words, the covenantal model of public relations is a dyadic relational orientation, 
 
 80 
focused on the relationship between the church (e.g. clergy, church communicator, or pastors) 
and significant publics (e.g. congregants, those faithful to the denomination/religion, newcomers, 
unbelievers). Baker (2002) and Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) argue that the covenantal 
model of public relations is strategically based on the following: 
 …(a) professional-client trust; (b) dedication to a particular human good or need —in the 
case of PR… the need… for vital relationships (just as medicine devotes itself to health 
and the clergy to client spiritual well-being); (c) a public pledge to serve this need (which 
does not sacrifice the good of others for the good of the client). (p. 114) 
 
While coined as the ‘covenantal model of public relations,’ scholars write about the model as 
more of an approach, or orientation, that organizations can take towards developing covenantal 
relationships with stakeholders (Tilson, 2011a; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006). With this view in mind, this study refers to it as the covenantal approach to public 
relations. The covenantal approach requires four components on behalf of the religious 
organization, including the establishment of trust, the organization remaining worthy of trust, 
dedication to a specific need, and a promise to serve this need in a mutually beneficial manner 
(Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). As a result of a religious organization practicing this approach, 
the religious organization can employ devotional-promotional communication campaigns, 
develop covenantal relationships, and the organization’s stakeholders are therefore able to place 
their trust in an organization that values ethics, trust, and mutual benefit.  
To clarify, while “covenantal” is defined as “a contract,” the term was originally used 
within the context of a promise, or agreement, between God and his chosen people with specific 
conditions in which God will fulfill his promises to protect, serve, and fulfill the needs of the 
people if they, in turn, follow God’s laws and place their faith in him (Baker, 2002; Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006). The definition of “covenantal” and context may provide further 
understanding regarding the ways in which the covenantal approach is seen as a dyadic relational 
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orientation that strives for mutual benefit. The definition may also aid in understanding that the 
benefit received may be different (e.g. God’s chosen people benefit because they are protected 
and fed and God benefits because he/she has their followers full trust and faith).  
Burden of Effort Within the Covenantal Approach 
The covenantal approach surfaced to serve as a direct contrast to contractual and 
expertise models of practice, and places the responsibility on behalf of the religious organization 
to serve stakeholders, satisfy unfulfilled needs, as well as establish, maintain, and to be worthy of 
stakeholder trust (Baker, 2002). There are several characteristics the religious organization must 
follow in order to abide by the covenantal approach of public relations (Table 1) (Baker, 2002). 
Koehn (1994) outlines precisely how the burden lies with the religious organization (i.e. 
“professional”): 
A professional is an agent who freely makes a public promise to serve persons (e.g. the 
sick) who are distinguished by a specific desire for a particular good (e.g. health) and 
who have come into the presence of the professional with or on the expectation that the 
professional will promote that particular good. In other words, agents become 
professional by virtue of what they profess or publicly proclaim before persons lacking 
particular goods. (p. 59) 
 
Within a religious context, clergy practice the covenantal approach to public relations by 
dedicating their time to a human good or need (e.g. spiritual growth, relationship with the church 
and God), by fulfilling that need to those who seek it, by making sure that their relationship 
cultivation and spiritual guidance is mutually beneficial for both the receiver and the provider, 
and by always maintaining and being worthy of stakeholder trust, whether it is from a congregant 
or non-believer. Therefore, the burden falls upon the religious organization to ensure mutual 
benefit and maintain reciprocity, ethical communication, fulfill needs, establish stakeholder trust, 




Table 1.  
Characteristics of Professionals Based on the Covenantal Approach to Public Relations 
“Professions have a theoretical or scientific basis. Professionals define the limits of and give a single 
focus to the service they offer. Each profession takes a particular kind of activity as its core practice.”* 
“Professional practitioners apply their knowledge in service of a particular client end (or good). 
Professionals lose their authority when and to the extent that their practice does not promote the good 
so understood.”* 
“Professionals are motivated by, committed to, and are worthy of client trust. They serve clients and act 
on their behalf. They study and dedicate their lives to promoting the client’s good.”* 
“The pledge to the client good is the principle ordering the relationship. Client decides between 
alternatives the professional deems appropriate.”* 
“The covenanting professional adopts a fidelity to a particular good, and professions and professionals 
lose trust when they ignore their covenant and try to justify their authority with either their contractual 
relationships with clients or their expertise.”* 
*Baker, 2002, p. 195 
 
Currently, the covenantal approach to public relations is characterized by two-way 
symmetrical communication (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). According to Tilson and 
Venkateswaran (2006), practitioners should naturally employ the two-way symmetrical model of 
public relations within the covenantal approach because “it values mutual trust and 
communication,” which allows religious practitioners to develop the positive practitioner-client 
relationships that are core to the covenantal approach (p. 114). Furthermore, researchers claim 
the covenantal approach cannot exist with a one-sided communication because if that was the 
case, then the “client” (i.e. congregant) would not be able to approach the professional (i.e. 
clergy) about spiritual needs or desires, thus, trust could not be established and devotion to the 
faith would suffer (Waters & Bortree, 2012). While promising in its scope, there are important 
conceptual limitations to the covenantal approach. 
Conceptual Limitations of the Covenantal Approach 
While scholars have continued to develop the framework of the covenantal approach of 
public relations, there is an important limitation in the current conceptualization (aside from the 
“model” vs. “approach” correction identified earlier in this literature review). The limitation 
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focuses on scholars insisting that the covenantal approach to public relations is characterized by 
two-way symmetrical communication (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006).  
Two-Way Symmetrical Communication Within the Covenantal Approach. Two-way 
symmetrical communication is described as the “willingness of an organization to listen and 
respond to the concerns and interests of its key stakeholders… ‘staying close’ to customers, 
employees, and other strategic constituencies” (Roper, 2005, p. 69). Introduced to the public 
relations lexicon by Grunig and Hunt (1984), two-way symmetrical communication has been 
hailed as the most ethical and effective method of communicating with publics (Grunig & 
Grunig, 1992; Huang, 2004). Huang (2004) outlined concepts that define the symmetrical 
worldview: “holism, interdependence, an open system, a moving equilibrium, equality, 
autonomy, innovation, responsibility, conflict resolution, and communication as a path to 
understanding” (pp. 334-335).  
While two-way symmetrical communication may be an idealized goal for public relations 
communication, scholars argue that two-way symmetrical communications is not a feasible 
practice and ignores the foundations of public relations, including that of the early church 
(Brown, 2003). For instance, Brown (2003) argued that Paul, “the New Testament’s most 
prolific author,” a disciple of Jesus, the founder of Christianity, and a canonized saint, did not 
practice symmetrical communication (p. 1). In fact, Brown (2003) argued that, Paul practiced 
asymmetrical communication in his letters to Ephesus, Rome, Galatia, Corinth, and more. As a 
result of targeting, segmenting publics, content of letters, and more, Brown (2003) concluded 
that Paul, a discipline who deeply cared about his public’s faith and eternal life, is currently 
labeled as an unethical communicator when considering today’s definition of “ethical 
communication” according to Grunig’s (1984) models. The flawed categorization of Paul, and 
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many other examples of limitations to the symmetrical model, encouraged public relations 
scholars to explore other ethical models, theories, and orientations (Botan & Taylor, 2004). 
Importantly, two-way symmetrical communication does not fit into the core components 
of the covenantal approach or covenantal relationships because “understanding” is not an end 
goal in this approach or relationship type. Instead, the covenantal approach represents an 
ongoing commitment to maintaining trust, being worthy of trust, openness, and respect, with the 
hopes of establishing covenantal relationship, which represent an even deeper commitment to the 
relationship and to the other entity involved. Instead, the current research posits that engagement 
is a more applicable orientation, or concept, for the covenantal approach. 
Dialogic Engagement Within the Covenantal Approach. To overcome the conceptual 
limitation for the covenantal approach to public relations, the current research posits that the 
covenantal approach should be characterized by dialogic engagement as opposed to two-way 
symmetrical communication. Dialogic engagement “enables organizations and stakeholders to 
interact, fostering understanding, goodwill, and a shared view of reality” (Taylor & Kent, 2014, 
p. 391). Within this conceptualization, dialogic engagement: 
…represents a two-way, relational, give-and-take between organizations an 
stakeholders/publics with the intended goal of (a) improving understanding among 
interactants; (b) making decisions that benefit all parties involved, not simply the 
organization; and (c) fostering a fully functioning society, where decisions are made 
based on informed participative interactions that involve stakeholders. (p. 391) 
 
Dialogic engagement is intricately tied to dialogue, a concept that involves risk, trust, respect, 
and a commitment to ethical discussions (Lane & Kent, 2018). However, dialogic engagement is 
different than dialogue because it combines values of dialogue with actions of engagement. For 
instance, Lane and Kent (2018) outlined eleven components of dialogic engagement, including 
treating others as valued entities, incorporate repeated interactions, participants have autonomy 
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to reach an engaged state, activities are mutually beneficial and satisfying, and collaboration may 
be initiated by either party (p. 64).  
 Dialogic engagement should be aligned with the covenantal approach because it better 
supports the fundamental values and purpose of the covenantal approach. The covenantal 
approach requires clergy to establish trust, remain worthy of stakeholder trust, dedicate their time 
to a specific stakeholder need, and commit to a public pledge to serve the need in a way that is 
mutually beneficial. Dialogic engagement has the ability to support each of these requirements, 
or tenets, because it emphasizes improving understanding, making decisions that are mutually 
beneficial, protecting autonomy, and repeated interactions. Furthermore, while the covenantal 
approach places the burden of effort on clergy to remain worthy of trust and ensure mutually 
beneficial outcomes, dialogic engagement ensures that both congregant and clergy can initiate 
the interaction and regardless of the issue, or sin, all parties are treated with respect and as valued 
members of society.  
 Reviewing this limitation and introducing dialogic engagement is imperative to the 
theoretical and practical purpose of this dissertation because the current study aims to take a 
holistic approach to understanding and theorizing engagement and religious public relations 
efforts. Simply analyzing the public relations materials or relationships formed is not enough, but 
this dissertation also seeks to fill gaps in literature regarding various levels of congregant 
engagement and outcomes of said engagement.  
 Importantly, though, while a discussion on the covenantal approach to public relations is 
imperative in order to understand devotional-promotional communication campaigns, the 
covenantal model, and the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, this 
dissertation is not focused on the orientation taken to practice public relations within a religious 
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organization, but instead, the focus is on congregants, including how they perceive public 
relations materials, their levels of engagement, and the outcomes of congregant engagement. 
Furthermore, scholars argue that religious organizations practice the covenantal approach when 
they employ devotional-promotional communication campaigns and develop covenantal 
relationships with their congregants, therefore, the utilization of the covenantal approach 
amongst megachurches will reveal itself when answering RQ1-2 (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Summary of Section 
To review, the devotional-promotional communication model, covenantal relationships, 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns, and the covenantal approach to public 
relations all work in tandem and have been examined within contrasting religions, but not with a 
Protestant faith (Tilson, 2005, 2011; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Researchers have examined the concepts and model in both Catholic and Hindu communities 
and determined that the Catholic Church and two Hindu temples utilize devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns with the goal of developing covenantal relationships among three 
entities, which forms the devotional-promotional communication model (Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006; Tilson, 2011a).  
The purpose of this portion of this dissertation is to build on the foundation that Tilson 
and colleagues have laid (Tilson, 2005, 2011, 2012; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006). The current study accomplishes this by proposing the networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model, strengthening each component within the model, and 
tying each component and the model itself to engagement, a dynamic and multi-tiered concept 
(Saffer, 2018). As a result, this dissertation contributes to our field’s understanding of the 
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practice of public relations by religious organizations and the ways in which the three tiers of 
engagement outlined by Johnston and Taylor (2018) can occur within a study focused on 
congregant engagement. 
Importantly, the current study analyzes these concepts, components, and models with 
megachurches, a specific type of Protestant church community. Megachurches are unique 
religious organizations in that they are large, loosely governed, and evangelizing is a core 
component within their tenets. Because of their uniqueness and lack of public relations research 
on Protestant faiths, it is necessary to conduct initial research into the ways in which 
megachurches aim to realize the networked devotional-promotional engagement model before 
moving forward with the rest of the literature review.  
Megachurches and the Networked Model Research Question 
 Before moving forward with the remainder of the literature review, it is pertinent to 
understand if the networked devotional-promotional engagement model is a goal for 
megachurches. For example, if megachurches are vastly different than Hindu and Catholic 
communities and they do not utilize their public relations materials to encourage a covenantal 
relationship between clergy and congregants, for example, then that will render the remainder of 
this dissertation useless. Thus, to examine this phenomenon with megachurches, this dissertation 
asks: 
RQ3: To what extent do megachurches aim employ the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model? 
Exploring this research question is of the upmost importance before moving forward with the 
rest of the literature review, which focuses on phase two of the dissertation, including outcomes 
of intra-congregational relationships that are present within the networked devotional-
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promotional engagement model. Therefore, the researcher conducted initial research to explore 
R3-4, and the next section will include broad results from the initial research; however, full 
results are discussed within the fourth chapter of this dissertation.   
Initial Research on the Networked Devotional-Promotional Engagement Model 
The devotional-promotional communication model has not been studied within Protestant 
faiths, and instead, only analyzed within two religions: Hinduism and Catholicism. Hinduism 
and Catholicism represent two very opposite ends of the religious spectrum. For instance, 
Hinduism does not have a single holy text, founding prophet, governing body, or religious 
authorities guiding the religion, whereas Catholicism has all four of those components. Due to 
the contrasting components within each religion, and the lack of research on Protestant 
denominations, it is critical to assess if megachurches view the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model as a goal within their public relations efforts (RQ3). 
Broadly, initial research revealed that megachurches indeed aim to realize the networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model by utilizing public relations, marketing, and 
advertising materials to cultivate new or strengthen existing relationships between congregants 
and God, between clergy and congregants, between God and clergy, and amongst congregants 
themselves. The broad finding was confirmed through interviews with 27 current megachurch 
communication employees and one former megachurch communication employee.  
Data reveal that participants viewed the relationships within the networked model 
occurring within a hierarchy, and the relationship between God and the congregant is the most 
important relationship they aimed to foster with their public relations materials. According to 
participants, strengthening a congregant’s relationship to God is the mission of “the Church” as a 
collective, and of individual megachurches across the U.S. All additional relationships are 
 
 89 
viewed as secondary to the God–congregant relationship; however, they are still important. For 
instance, according to participants, the clergy–God relationship is pertinent because clergy create 
and disseminate the communication materials to congregants, therefore organizational 
communicators’ relationships with God are critical in order to maintain the high moral, ethical, 
and religious values of the megachurch. For instance, if clergy had a poor relationship with God, 
then the foundation of communication materials would be based on embellishment or lies, since 
clergy encourage congregants to strengthen their relationship with God, even though the creators 
of the messages lacked the very relationship they are trying to cultivate. 
Additionally, relationships among congregants was viewed as critical to megachurches, 
but they do not surpass the perceived importance of the God–congregant relationship. To foster 
or strengthen intra-congregational relationships, participants explained that they host dedicated 
events, routinely utilize public relations materials to encourage participation and embeddedness 
within a small group, and emphasize that that congregants need a community of other 
congregants in order to thrive in life and in Christ within their public relations materials. Lastly, 
data reveal megachurches aim to cultivate a relationship between clergy and congregants through 
repeated exposure to the megachurch pastor on all platforms. 
Despite a hierarchy existing regarding relationship importance, preliminary empirical 
data reveal the networked devotional-promotional engagement model is a goal within 
megachurches, and the formation of these relationships drives their public relations strategy and 
tactics. Importantly, this finding means that megachurches desire for their congregants to engage 
through these specific relationships (i.e. tier two relational engagement). In other words, 
megachurches want congregants to like their content on Facebook and Instagram (tier one), but, 
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more importantly, megachurches want congregants to engage by cultivating and strengthening a 
specific set of relationships to help the megachurch and the congregants themselves.  
To clarify, this initial research does not reveal if megachurches are successful in 
communicating this goal or in actually encouraging relationship formation. Research questions 
1-2 focus on actual covenantal relationships formed and relationships emphasized in devotional 
campaigns.  
 In order to take a holistic approach to examining the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model, the unique structures within megachurches that enable intra-congregational 
relationships needs to be considered and discussed. The next section focuses on unique aspects 
of megachurches that enable intra-congregational relationships to exist.  
Intra-congregational Relationships Within Megachurches 
 Megachurches are a unique type of religious organization. Their mission is to teach, lead, 
and shepherd thousands of “souls” per week. Megachurches often accomplish this mission by 
targeting specific types of congregants to attend church at one of their campuses. They typically 
have the resources to master strategic communication practices that smaller, local churches do 
not have (Thumma & Travis, 2007; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). These unique characteristics 
set megachurches apart from other Protestant religious organizations, but these characteristics 
also come with unique problems (Thumma & Travis, 2007; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012).  
As stated before, the ways megachurches communicate with their publics and practice 
public relations has largely been overlooked by public relations scholars, despite their influence 
in American religion and culture (Thumma & Travis, 2007). While research on the 
communication practices and goals of religious organizations is growing, scholars also need to 
bear in mind the ways in which the unique ideologies, structure, and problems within each 
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denomination and organization can impact their practice of public relations (Tilson, 2011a; 
Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). Tilson and Venkateswaran’s (2006) 
research on Hindu communities hints at this. For instance, Hinduism does not place an emphasis 
on evangelizing, therefore, Hindu congregations generally do not bring external stakeholders into 
the internal religious fold and instead serve the external community through donations and 
volunteer work (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). Hinduism is a stark contrast to Protestant 
faiths, which largely emphasize evangelizing, converting, and turning external stakeholders into 
congregants.  
While this dissertation research focuses on the ways in which megachurches encourage 
congregant engagement, addressing the problems all megachurch visitors face (including first-
time visitors) is important in order to fully explain the reasoning behind the structure of 
megachurches and the importance of cultivating intra-congregational relationships. 
The Structure of Megachurches 
Megachurches have two central barriers to engagement: (a) they can feel large and 
crowded to newcomers and current congregants; (b) the Sunday morning sermons cater to 
unbelievers and new believers (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Mortiz, 2008; Thumma & 
Travis, 2007; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). As a result, megachurch visitors can feel 
disconnected and the majority of megachurch congregants who are already well-versed in basic 
teachings of the faith can feel excluded and unengaged. One method that megachurches have 
taken to lower the barrier is to adapt Sunday school classes and transform them into religious 
small groups (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). Small groups are 
a few congregants (e.g. 6-10 people) who meet regularly for deeper Bible study (Dougherty & 
Whitehead, 2010; Thumma & Travis, 2007). 
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Ample research suggests small groups are a foundational component to the structure of 
megachurches because they are essential in introducing newcomers to other congregants and 
providing deeper Bible study to current congregants (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Thumma & 
Travis, 2007; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). Within small groups, congregants develop 
relationships with one another (i.e. intra-congregational relationships), which in turn potentially 
impacts both congregants and the megachurch. Importantly, scholars note that small groups 
themselves do not decrease the barriers to engagement, but the intra-congregational relationships 
formed within small groups assist in decreasing barriers and increasing engagement (Dougherty 
& Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012; Wuthnow, 1994). Indeed, small groups are 
viewed as a vessel to fostering intra-congregational relationships. 
To date, scholars have not considered the ways in which megachurches encourage 
congregants to join small groups or develop intra-congregational relationships. Instead, the 
literature is focused on benefits to intra-congregational relationships for both the megachurch 
and congregant. Thus, the current study posits that devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns can be utilized to encourage the formation of covenantal intra-congregational 
relationships. To address this, the remainder of the current section discusses research on small 
groups and relate it to the formation of intra-congregational relationships through devotional-
promotional communication campaigns before introducing RQ2.  
Small Groups 
Small groups are similar to Sunday school classes, in that both group types feature 
congregants gathering to engage in Bible study, prayer, and discussion groups. However, small 
groups are different because small groups are generally lay-led (congregant led) and consist of 
in-depth Bible studies, as opposed to surface teachings that are typical of Sunday school classes 
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(Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Thumma & Travis, 2007). Furthermore, small groups typically 
meet regularly in a congregant’s home, as opposed to on the church’s campus, and members of a 
small group are encouraged to see them as “relational” groups, where members are in similar life 
stages and experience those stages together (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). To clarify, multiple 
models for small groups exist (Boren, n.d.); however, the purpose of this research is not about 
the model of small groups, but the outcomes of congregants intimately gathering. 
Megachurches are deeply involved in the formation of small groups, as well as the 
content studied within small groups (current study interview results; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 
2012). For instance, participants within initial research explained that their megachurches host 
gatherings so that congregants who are not currently involved in a small group can become 
involved in a small group. Additionally, participants revealed that megachurches often provide 
the content studied within small groups, which is typically a deeper examination into the topic of 
the weekend sermon. Megachurches involvement in forming small groups and directing the 
content studied within small groups could be seen as an extension of devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns.  
Megachurches remain involved in small group formation and content because small 
groups are core to the megachurch structure due to the ability for small groups to foster 
congregant engagement (von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). Through small groups, congregants 
receive in-depth Bible teachings that speak to their current life stage or struggles, which are 
generally absent from Sunday morning sermons, and engage in prayer and fellowship with other 
congregants. The strategic combination of in-depth teachings, prayer, fellowship, and regular 
meetings contributes to the development of intra-congregational relationships (Dougherty & 
Whitehead, 2010; Thumma & Travis, 2007).  
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While research suggests that intra-congregational relationships are central to the structure 
of megachurches, intra-congregational relationships do not automatically form by the presence of 
small groups (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). A key component to the positive outcomes of 
small groups, like intra-congregational relationships, congregant engagement, and deeper faith, is 
embeddedness within the group and community (tier three engagement) (Dougherty & 
Whitehead, 2010). Network embeddedness takes effort on behalf of the megachurch and the 
congregant. For instance, the megachurch can encourage congregants to be open, get involved, 
and participate, and the individual can make a personal effort to consistently be open and 
participate. Through this involvement, participation, and development of relationships, 
congregants can become embedded within their networks and reach tier three of engagement. 
However, while both an organizational effort and personal effort is necessary in order for a 
congregant to become embedded, small groups and other intra-congregational relationship-
building activities assist in providing an opportunity for congregants to engage with one another 
and develop relationships. 
Without opportunities for small groups and intra-congregational connection, 
megachurches will continue to be faced with the challenge of congregants not feeling connected, 
which has a potential impact on megachurches public relations objectives. Thus, megachurches 
rely on small groups and other advanced engagement and relationship-building opportunities to 
provide the relevant, in-depth teachings and relationships that mature believers and congregants 
desire. However, while research suggests that megachurches rely on small groups and that 
megachurches are heavily involved in both small group formation and content studied, scholars 
have not analyzed how megachurch’s strategic communication assists in forming intra-
congregational relationships and what effect it has. The current study proposes, and literature 
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supports, that encouragement to develop intra-congregational relationships occurs through 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns, but it is also a core component of being a 
member within a megachurch and personal spiritual growth (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; 
Wuthnow, 1994). However, before proposing a research question, it is necessary to discuss 
various outcomes of small groups, on both congregants and megachurches. 
Consequences of Small Groups on Congregants. Research on religious small groups is 
steadily increasing within sociology and communication scholarship. For example, Dougherty 
and Whitehead (2011) surveyed congregants to understand the effects of small group 
involvement and participation. Results suggest that congregants who are engaged in small groups 
feel a stable or growing sense of belonging with a megachurch and attended weekly worship 
services on a more regular basis (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). Therefore, a positive 
association was observed between involvement in a small group and a congregant’s commitment 
and participation in the church (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). To connect this with public 
relations theories and models, outcomes like more religious knowledge and a growing sense of 
belonging point to a shift, specifically an increase, in the levels of congregant engagement. The 
current study utilizes research by sociology and communication scholars to explore similar 
outcomes, but instead of linking it to small groups specifically, the current study links the 
outcomes to the activity that occurs within small groups (intra-congregational relationships).  
Importantly, researchers determined that involvement and positive outcomes of small 
group involvement is consistent regardless of megachurch congregation size (Dougherty & 
Whitehead, 2010). Dougherty and Whitehead’s (2011) research supports findings from Wuthnow 
(1994), who focused on spiritual outcomes of small group participation and embeddedness, as 
opposed to feelings of belonging or church attendance. Wuthnow (1994) argued that small group 
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participation and embeddedness resulted in deeper faith, and participants directly attributed the 
spiritual growth to small group involvement.  
As research suggests, small groups benefit the congregant regarding their spirituality, 
knowledge on their religion, and in feelings of involvement and community with the church 
(Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Wuthnow, 1994). The resulting increase in engagement as a 
result of participating in small groups, in turn, benefits the megachurch.  
Consequences of Small Groups on Megachurch. Researchers have also examined the 
outcomes of small groups for the megachurch, and results suggest that congregants’ participation 
in small groups decrease free-ridership and increase donations because congregants are more 
engaged (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). Free-ridership is a 
phenomenon where megachurch visitors receive several benefits from attending the church (e.g. 
spiritual guidance, relationships, free childcare); however they do not contribute to the church at 
all (e.g. tithing, volunteering, or serving on a committee) (von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). Thus, 
scholars suggest small group involvement leads to increased levels of engagement for 
congregants, which results in positive outcomes for both the congregants and the megachurch 
itself (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012; Wuthnow, 1994). 
To clarify, small groups themselves do not result in these positive outcomes, but scholars 
suggest the intra-congregational relationships that are formed within small groups might lead to 
positive outcomes for congregants and the megachurch. Next, the literature review discusses how 









Figure 6.  




















Intra-Congregational Relationships and Devotional Campaigns Research Question 
One of the central critiques of the devotional-promotional communication model is the 
exclusion of intra-congregational relationships within the model. Intra-congregational 
relationships are indeed a critical relationship for megachurches; however, the ways in which 
megachurches encourage congregants to participate in small groups (or other activities that 
create connection) and develop intra-congregational relationships has been overlooked. Scholars 
have explored the ways in which devotional-promotional communication campaigns cultivate or 
strengthen covenantal relationships between God and clergy, between congregants and clergy, 
and between God and congregants, and even came close to hinting at intra-congregational 
relationships (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). For instance, Tilson and 
Venkateswaran (2006) examined on how Hindu communities practice devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns to maintain community amongst believers; however, the researchers 





















Therefore, this dissertation seeks to understand if megachurches utilize devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns to also cultivate or strengthen intra-congregational relationships. 
Figure 6 depicts the platforms of interest within devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns. Specifically, the fourth research question asks: 
RQ4: To what extent do megachurches utilize devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns to encourage new or strengthen existing intra-congregational relationships that 
are present within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model? 
 This research question signifies the end of phase one of this dissertation project. Up to 
this point, the literature review has discussed how three tiers of engagement are studied to 
understand the formation and outcomes of congregant engagement, as well as the ways in which 
relationship management falls within tier two and three of engagement. Additionally, the 
literature review has discussed the devotional-promotional communication model and the 
components that work within, such as covenantal relationships, devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns, and the covenantal approach to public relations. Importantly, the 
literature review proposed the networked devotional-promotional engagement model and 
discussed the inclusion of intra-congregational relationships to the model. Within this phase, the 
literature review discussed that megachurches aim to realize the devotional-promotional 
communication model, and the literature review discussed how the structure of megachurches 
already encourages the formation of intra-congregational relationships. The next, and final, phase 
of this dissertation focuses on outcomes of intra-congregational relationships and, more 
specifically, examines the highest tier of engagement. 
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Examining Congregant Engagement 
 Intra-congregational relationships are a unique phenomenon within public relations 
scholarship; however, sociologists and communication scholars have examined intra-
congregational “friendships” for many years (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Schafer, 2018; 
Wuthnow, 1994). In order to build upon the existing body of research and contribute new 
knowledge, it is necessary to incorporate a network perspective to this public relations research. 
Including the network perspective and examining intra-congregational relationships brings this 
literature review to tier-three of engagement: a higher level of engagement that is characterized 
by action, impact, and group-level outcomes, and can be measured through social embeddedness, 
capital, and actions that result in congregation-wide consequences (Johnston & Taylor, 2018). 
 Phase two of this literature review focuses on congregant engagement, specifically the 
factors influencing congregant engagement and outcomes of congregant engagement. Intra-
congregational relationships specifically are a critical addition to this dissertation and public 
relations research. Intra-congregational relationships matter to this dissertation because it 
provides a look at a phenomenon by examining the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model, and deeply by examining several aspects of intra-congregational 
relationships within the networked model. Secondly, intra-congregational relationships matter to 
public relations as a field because it broadens the understanding of how one public can 
participate in multiple tiers of engagement, the multiple relationships that take place within an 
organizational ecosystem, and the outcomes of intra-public relationships on the individual and on 
the organization.  
Importantly, phase two of the literature review incorporates a network perspective and 
network theories to examine congregant engagement. Next, the literature review first discusses 
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the functional specificity hypothesis framework, then moves to intra-congregational structure 
and composition, spiritual and religious capital, and ends by proposing two relational outcomes 
of congregational engagement. 
Functional Specificity Hypothesis 
Functional specificity hypothesis posits that individuals seek specific members within 
their social communities to discuss specific issues or topics, as opposed to relying on one or a 
few individuals to fulfill all of their needs (Perry & Pescosolido, 2015; Weiss, 1974). In other 
words, this framework hinges on the assumption that individuals “engage in selective and 
purposive activation of ties” (Perry & Pescosolido, 2010, p. 346). Previously, egocentric network 
analysis scholars theorized that all important matters are discussed with a few individuals, or one 
individual (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Brashears, 2006); however, researchers who study 
functional specificity hypothesis examined if and how individual’s deliberatively, intuitively, or 
by happenstance, turned to specific individuals to discuss specific important matters (Perry & 
Pescosolido, 2010, 2015; Small, 2017; Small & Sukhu, 2016). Perry and Pescosolido (2010) 
explained functional specificity hypothesis succinctly: 
Individuals tend to rely on various network members for only one or a few specialized 
functions rather than counting on one person to fulfill all needs… functional specificity 
represents a shift in the focus of research from the question of ‘how many’ or ‘how often’ 
to the match between the problem or task at hand and either the skills, information, 
resources, and accessibility of individual ties, or the larger structure of networks. (p. 346) 
 
According to the framework, there are four primary types of aid that individuals “shop” for 
within their various social networks, including emotional aid, financial aid, services, and 
companionship (Wellman & Wortley, 1990). Furthermore, scholars have uncovered various 
predictors for those seeking aid from specific individuals, including relationship closeness, 
physical proximity, and frequency of contact (Perry & Pescosolido, 2015; Small & Sukhu, 2016; 
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Wellman & Wortley, 1990). The act of seeking out a specific aid from a specific person (i.e. 
activation of ties for specific needs), whether deliberatively or intuitively, is functional 
specificity (Perry & Pescosolido, 2010; Small & Sukhu, 2016; Wellman & Wortley, 1990).  
 Scholars research functional specificity hypothesis in a variety of ways, including the 
intentionality of reaching out to specific alters (Small, 2017), the difference in support based on 
tie strength (Wellman & Wortley, 1990), accessibility in alter selection (Small & Sukhu, 2016), 
and overlap in social network discussants (Perry & Pescosolido, 2010). Functional specificity 
hypothesis hinges on the belief that individuals turn to different people to discuss “important” 
matters, health matters, religious matters, professional matters, and more. “Important” matters is 
intentionally vague, but serves to identify the individuals, or alters, that ego’s turn to for 
important discussion topics, as well as the actual topics they deem as important (Marsden, 1987; 
Perry & Pescosolido, 2010). For example, someone an individual may turn to for help with an 
elderly relative may not be the same individual someone turns to for advice on laying off 
employees, despite deeming both of those topics as important matters in their life.  
Functional Specificity Hypothesis Within Egocentric Network Analysis 
Functional specificity hypothesis (FSH) is studied within egocentric network analysis. 
Egocentric network analysis is an area of social network scholarship that examines personal 
communities and personal networks of a single individual (i.e. ego) (Perry, Pescosolido, & 
Borgatti, 2018). The primary goal of egocentric research is to understand the effects, 
characteristics, patterns, and purpose of those connections, as well as the individuals (i.e. alters) 
that egos are connected to, in terms of characteristics, accessibility, knowledge, and more (Perry 
et al., 2018). Egocentric scholars typically study multiple ego’s at once to examine patterns of 
interactions and characteristics, as opposed to studying the personal network of a single 
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individual (Perry et al., 2018; Perry & Pescosolido, 2010; Small, 2017; Small & Sukhu, 2016; 
Wellman & Wortley, 1990).  
 Egocentric research is frequently studied within the social support tradition of network 
analysis scholarship (Perry et al., 2018). Within the social support tradition, scholars “assess the 
quality and quantity of a person’s social ties” in order to examine the resources available to or 
transmitted to the ego (Smith & Christakis, 2008, p. 207). For example, Wellman and Wortley 
(1990) examined how different types of ties provide various supportive resources, including 
“emotional aid, small services, large services, financial aid, and companionship” (p. 560). 
Through their analysis of types of support, characteristics of alters, characteristics of network 
ties, and relationship strength, Wellman and Wortley (1990) determined that strong ties provide a 
variety of support and small services when compared to weaker ties, including emotional aid, 
financial aid, and babysitting, and individuals receive most of their support through a small 
number of strong ties. That said, not all strong ties provide the same type of level of support. For 
instance, family strong ties (i.e. immediate kin) typically provide financial aid, whereas friend or 
neighbor strong ties do not (Wellman & Wortley, 1990). Wellman and Wortley’s (1990) research 
is an exemplar of egocentric research within the social support tradition, and this type of research 
is what led scholars to explore function specificity. 
Examining Functional Specificity Hypothesis 
To investigate functional specificity hypothesis, scholars like Perry and Pescosolido 
(2010) ask individuals who they discuss important matters with and who individuals discuss 
other matters with (e.g. health matters) in order to determine if there is overlap between the two 
discussion groups. Perry and Pescosolido’s (2010) investigation into role-topic dependency 
supports functional specificity, in that individuals turn to different individuals, or groups, to 
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discuss different matters, and that the groups have unique characteristics (Bearman & Parigi, 
2004). The logic behind this act of discussing specific topics with specific individuals or groups 
is that people knowledgeable on a specific topic will be more sympathetic, empathetic, helpful or 
informative (Perry & Pescosolido, 2010; Small & Sukhu, 2016). Results suggest that there is 
limited overlap in membership between health discussion networks and core discussion networks 
(Perry & Pescosolido, 2010).  
Perry and Pescosolido (2015) had similar results in their exploration in tie activation 
during mental health crises. Perry and Pescosolido (2015) determined that participants engaged 
in a “systematic process, whether a conscious or subconscious strategy” when seeking emotional 
and instrumental support from alters during a mental health crisis (p. 126). Namely, individuals 
strategically turned to their closest confidants within their core network (also known as those 
who individuals discuss important matters with) as well as others who have faced a mental health 
crisis, with no crossover within the two discussion groups.  
Reviewing Perry and Pescosolido’s (2010, 2015) research is vital to the current study for 
several reasons. First, it demonstrates how and why functional specificity hypothesis is studied 
and their research indicates that results are mixed. For some topics, like mental health crises, 
individuals turn to confidants within their core network; however, for general health matters, 
individuals have a health discussion group that is separate from their core discussion group. 
Thus, different topics lead to different results regarding activation of different discussion 
networks. To date, no known study has tested functional specificity hypothesis specifically with 
religious matters, so as a field, we do not know if religious matters are discussed with individuals 
who make up religious discussion networks, core discussion networks, or if there is overlap 
between the discussion networks.  
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Limitations to Functional Specificity Hypothesis 
Perry and Pescosolido’s (2010, 2015) research is important to note because scholars have 
examined functional specificity within various discussion groups, like health (in general) and 
mental health crises; however, no researchers have explored this phenomenon within religious 
discussion groups (Everton, 2018; Perry & Pescosolido, 2010, 2015). To clarify, select scholars 
have explored religious discussion groups; however, they have applied a different framework to 
explore religious groups and communities (Everton, 2018; McKenzie, 2004; Merino, 2013; 
Schafer, 2018; Seymour, Welch, Gregg, & Collett, 2014). For instance, Everton (2018) wrote an 
entire book about religious beliefs, religious behavior, and social networks; however, they did 
not include functional specificity as framework or component within the book. Instead, Everton 
(2018) focused on “the ways in which social networks bind people to faith communities,” the 
“various ways in which social networks help diffuse religious beliefs and practices,” and “how 
the density of peoples’ networks varies in terms of religious traditions” (p. xix).  
Requirement of Verbal Exchange. Despite the lack of research on religious discussion 
groups in the functional specificity literature, there are two key conceptual limitations to 
functional specificity hypothesis. First, researchers argue that functional specificity requires a 
verbal exchange, which overlooks the rich potential for egos to discuss important matters, health 
matters, professional matters, or religious matters with alters in an online space (Campbell & 
Calderon, 2007; Campbell & DeLashmutt, 2014; Perry & Pescosolido, 2010).  
Religious communication scholars have examined the formation of religious online 
community as well as the relationships that are formed within them, therefore, the requirement 
for a verbal exchange is unnecessarily limiting (Campbell & Calderon, 2007). Online community 
is defined as “a group of people who may or may not meet one-another face-to-face, and who 
 
 105 
exchange words and ideas through the mediation of computer bulletin boards and networks” 
(Rheingold, 1993, p. 58). Therefore, online communities do not consist of isolated interactions 
from strangers. Instead, they are “social aggregation that emerge from the Net when enough 
people carry on public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of 
personal relationships in cyberspace” (Rheingold, 1993, p. 3).  
Importantly, scholars have conducted research on a specific type of online community: 
religious online community. Through their analysis, Campbell (2005) uncovered six key 
characteristics of online religious community, including the space to cultivate and presence of 
personal relationships amongst congregants, demonstration of care and support, an emphasis on 
valuing members and dialogue, intimate communication, connection via mediated 
communication, and importantly, shared faith. 
Addressing this conceptual limitation is important to fill gaps in the literature and for 
their practical significance. As demonstrated by Campbell (Campbell, 2005; Campbell & 
Calderon, 2007) in-depth discussions about religion, faith, prayer requests, and praises can occur 
in an online space as well. As a result of this type of communication occurring online, 
megachurches strategic efforts to engage with congregants online, and encourage congregants to 
engage with other congregants online, does not diminish congregant’s options regarding 
individuals they can talk to regarding religion, faith, important matters, prayer requests, and 
more.   
Rational Decision. Second, some researchers argue that functional specificity requires a 
deliberative, rational decision to discuss a specific matter with a specific individual (Small & 
Sukhu, 2016). Other scholars have dismissed this in their research regarding tie selection and 
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activation (Small, 2017); however, the current study argues that this potentially could be a 
limitation when considering the nature of worship and/or religious discussions.  
For example, an emotionally or spiritually moving small group lesson or Sunday morning 
sermon could prompt an unplanned, spontaneous decision for an individual to discuss an 
important matter with clergy, God, or an intra-congregational tie. Campbell and DeLashmutt 
(2014) noted this type of occurrence in their research on online worship services. While the 
researchers did not survey online sermon viewers to examine the rational decision-making 
process behind their disclosures, the researchers did indicate that a moving online worship 
service led to online viewers disclosing personal information (e.g. loss of job) and prayer 
requests with other viewers (Campbell & DeLashmutt, 2014). Furthermore, transparency of one 
speaker (e.g. small group member or pastor) could prompt an unplanned admission from another 
individual, who was inspired by their honesty.  
Addressing this conceptual limitation is important because of the specific context in 
which this study occurs. While research has not directly assessed the practice of religiously 
moving unplanned confiding with functional specificity hypothesis, other scholars have 
documented instances where a particular moving moment can lead to an unplanned disclosure of 
information to whomever is around, regardless of the persons expertise in the matter or 
relationship they share (Campbell & DeLashmutt, 2014). Furthermore, since functional 
specificity hypothesis has not been researched with religious matters or discussion groups, it is 
unknown if discussing religious matters is indeed a rational, deliberative decision, or an 
unplanned action.  
Functional specificity hinges on the idea that discussion networks are formed, or 
activated, for specific topics. Functional specificity hypothesis is critical to the current study 
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because of the nature of religious communication and the limited research on discussion 
networks and tie activation regarding megachurch intra-congregational relationships. For 
instance, if megachurches are encouraging congregants to form or strengthen intra-
congregational relationships, then do the topics discussed within intra-congregational 
relationships center on those related to church life and religion, or, since megachurch small 
groups are formed around similar life-stages, do discussion topics center on religion, raising 
children, being newly married, or living recently divorced? Importantly, to further explain the 
importance and inclusion of FSH in the current study, the literature review must first discuss 
discussion networks. The next section discusses research on discussion networks as well as 
limitations in defining and analyzing them before presenting RQ5. 
Discussion Networks Defined 
Discussion networks are defined as groups of individuals a person discusses important, or 
select, topics with (Marsden, 1987). Select topics can be some that were identified earlier, such 
as religious topics, health topics, professional topics, etc. (Marsden, 1987). Identifying 
individuals within discussion networks, characteristics of those individuals (e.g. gender, age, 
education, ethnicity, etc.), and topics of discussion are important for egocentric network scholars 
for a variety of reasons, but primarily, they are critical because researchers aim to predict and/or 
understand the social context in which egos live and how this context affects them and others 
like them (Perry et al., 2018). From a public relations standpoint, this is imperative in order to 
understand stakeholders’ relationships independent from, and in conjunction to, the organization. 
Examining Discussion Networks 
To examine discussion networks, researchers have traditionally used a name generator 
and name interpreter (Perry et al., 2018). Used in both survey and interview formats, the name 
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generator solicits alters within an ego’s network, whereas the name interpreter is used to “gather 
information about characteristics of alters and relationships” (Perry et al., 2018, p. 27; Small, 
2017). Based on the information gathered from these two instruments, network researchers are 
able to construct an ego’s discussion network, to which researchers can then focus on the 
structure of the network, content discussed, function overall, strength of ties within the network, 
and more (Perry et al., 2018).  
For example, Marsden (1987) examined core discussion networks of Americans by 
utilizing name generators and name interpreters in the General Social Survey (GSS). Core 
discussion networks are “the set of alters with whom ego discusses important matters [and they 
are] believed to represent people’s close, important, trust-worthy socially supportive partners” 
(Small, 2013, p. 470). To do this, Marsden (1987) asked respondents to name all individuals 
“with whom they discussed important matters with in the past six months,” characteristics of 
those alters (e.g. education, age, religious preference), and the relationships amongst alters. 
Results suggest that American core discussion networks typically consist of three individuals, are 
centered around family members, are dense (i.e. most alters know one another), and are 
homogeneous regarding race/ethnicity (Marsden, 1987). While religious preference was listed as 
a survey item, unfortunately Marsden (1987) did not report results on religious affiliation.  
Marsden’s (1987) study is critical to discuss for two reasons. First, this study exemplifies 
the ways in which a researcher can collect data regarding an ego’s core discussion network. 
Second, Marsden’s (1987) study is worth discussing within this dissertation on religion because 
it provides baseline data that can be utilized to compare congregants core discussion networks. 
The current study can compare results from the current study with results from Marsden (1987) 
and results from research conducted by Hastings (2016). Hastings (2016) examined core 
 
 109 
discussion networks of individuals who attend a religious service once a month on average; 
however, they did not assess the make-up of the core discussion networks nor break down results 
by religion or denomination.  
Marsden (1987) and others have sought to uncover and examine core discussion networks 
through the name generator and name interpreter instruments (Burt, 1984; McPherson et al., 
2006; Small, Pamphile, & McMahan, 2015). Some scholars have taken this a step further to 
identify topic-specific discussion networks, including political discussion networks (Bello & 
Rolfe, 2014), health discussion networks (Perry & Pescosolido, 2010), religious discussion 
networks (Marsden & Laumann, 1978; Merino, 2014; Schafer, 2018; Scheufele, Nisbet, & 
Brossard, 2003), and more. The current study specifically focuses on religious discussion 
networks and core discussion networks. 
Religious Discussion Networks 
While many researchers have included religious preferences or affiliations within their 
survey items, there is a stark difference in discerning the faith of an alter and discerning who the 
ego turns to when wanting to discuss religion, spirituality, or faith. For example, Marsden (1988) 
examined patterns in attributes within core discussion networks (e.g. religious preferences of 
alters), with the goal of understanding homophily, which is the tendency for people to develop a 
relationship with others who look like them, think like them, or have a shared background. 
Marsden’s (1988) approach is quite different from the approach Schafer (2018) and Scheufele et 
al. (2003) took when examining religious discussion topics and religious discussion networks.  
For instance, Scheufele et al. (2003) examined congregational political discussion 
networks as well as the influence clergy and congregants have on political discussions and civic 
engagement. To explore this, Scheufele et al. (2003) conducted a survey of 1,807 participants 
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and results suggest that individuals who frequently attended church were more likely to 
participate in church-based political discussions (i.e. intra-congregational political discussions). 
Moreover, individuals who participated in church-based political discussions were both less 
likely to participate in political discussions in non-church settings, and also positively linked to 
political participation and civic engagement (Scheufele et al., 2003). Scheufele et al.’s (2003) 
research is important to include in this review of religious discussion networks for two reasons. 
First, their study empirically demonstrates that there are several discussion topics within intra-
congregational networks, including political discussions. Second, their study suggests that high 
church attendance leads to a greater likelihood of involvement in church-based topic discussions. 
Scheufele et al.’s (2003) finding supports the potential for individuals engaged in intra-
congregational relationships, not just those who attend church frequently, to discuss various 
matters with one another, including politics.  
On the other hand, Schafer (2018) examined personal and relational characteristics that 
lead to religious discussion in core discussion networks, as well as whether or not talking about 
religion predicts the continued presence of an alter in an ego’s network over time. Through their 
survey of 2,600 adults in the United States, results suggested that (a) being part of a congregation 
is a strong predictor of talking about religion with a network tie; (b) two-thirds of all ties were 
between people sharing a religious background; (c) frequent interaction boosts the odds of 
religious discussion; (d) denomination matters in tie durability. Furthermore, Schafer (2018) 
determined that religious homophily matters (e.g. sharing a religious background) as does 
strength of ties and opportunity for conversation in regard to religious discussion in core 
discussion networks. Schafer’s (2018) findings are imperative for the current study because they 
lend support to the idea that intra-congregational ties could be part of core and religious 
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discussion networks, and their work lends support to the idea that intra-congregational ties could 
be formed through small group participation.  
Functional Specificity and Discussion Networks Research Question 
Reviewing research on core discussion networks and religious discussion networks is 
critical to understanding of functional specificity hypothesis because the current study aims to 
utilize these network theories to examine congregant engagement. Specifically, the current study 
aims to explore if intra-congregational alters are included in an ego’s core discussion network, 
religious discussion network, or in both. If an intra-congregational alter is indeed included in one 
of the discussion networks, that symbolizes deeper congregant engagement and social 
embeddedness within the congregational network. Meaning, congregants are not simply 
gathering to talk about the scheduled Bible study or matters of the megachurch, but they are 
immersed in one another’s lives, whether in their spiritual life or secular life. Understanding the 
depth of congregant engagement does not specifically contribute to the networked model. 
Reaching tier two of engagement and having a relationship with a congregant supports the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model. Instead, this inquiry into functional 
specificity hypothesis, discussion networks, and other concepts and theories discussed within 
phase two assist in deepening the understanding and importance of intra-congregational 
relationships and outcomes of them.  
 To understand the embeddedness of congregants within other congregants’ lives, this 
dissertation asks: 
RQ5: (a) To what extent do congregants’ religious discussion networks and core 




While pertinent to understanding congregant engagement, discussion networks only reveal one 
layer of social embeddedness within intra-congregational relationships. To build upon the current 
study’s inquiry of congregant engagement and intra-congregational ties, the literature review will 
next discuss an additional approach to evaluating social embeddedness: network structure and 
composition. 
Intra-congregational Network Structure and Composition 
 Network structure and composition are two methods of measurement scholars utilize to 
examine the patterns of social embeddedness (Marsden, 1987; Phelps, 2010). Specifically, 
network structure is a measure of “the pattern of relationships that exist among a set of actors” 
(Phelps, 2010, p. 890). For instance, within the context of this study, network structure is utilized 
to assess how many intra-congregational relationships one congregant has and how many of the 
congregants within an ego’s network know one another. By examining the network structure of 
hundreds of congregants, the current study is able to assess patterns of network structures and the 
association between various network structures on congregant engagement. For example, a dense 
intra-congregational network structure (e.g. a close group of friends at one megachurch), might 
result in more congregant engagement because they can attend and volunteer together, or less 
congregant engagement because an individual with new information about opportunities to 
volunteer or participate within the church isn’t present within the network.  
On the other hand, network composition is typically utilized within ego network analyses 
to examine why certain egos or alters are connected by assessing attributes, resources, and 
influence (Phelps, 2010). In other words, network composition describes “the types of actors in a 
network characterized in terms of their stable traits, features, or resource endowments” (Phelps, 
2010, p. 890; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). For example, within the context of the current study, 
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network composition could be utilized to assess the degree to which intra-congregational ties 
with church leaders positively or negatively impacts congregant engagement. Within this 
example, relationships with church leaders could result in higher congregant engagement, 
whereas relationships with those who have never volunteered could result in lower congregant 
engagement. Indeed, examining network composition could reveal additional outcomes for 
congregant engagement. Importantly, network composition assists in measuring homophily 
(Marsden, 1987). Homophily measures shared characteristics, attributes, or traits between egos 
and alters to assess the tendency for ego’s form relationships with alters who look like them or 
share similar traits (Yuan & Gay, 2006). 
Several scholars have assessed network structure and composition separately and used 
these two network descriptors as a way to compare low levels of a matter with high levels of a 
matter (Casquero, Ovelar, Romo, & Benito, 2015; Marsden, 1987; Phelps, 2010; Wellman & 
Wortley, 1989, 1990). For instance, Casquero et al., (2015) assessed the network composition 
and structure of low performing students and high performing students to see if personal network 
structure and composition impacts students’ performance. Similarly, Phelps (2010) examined the 
network composition and structure of an organization’s partnerships to assess if these network 
descriptors impacted the level of organizational innovation. The approach of incorporating 
network structure and composition characteristics to explain or predict a phenomenon has been 
utilized across disciplines to assess a variety of activities.  
Network Structure and Composition Research Questions 
The current study adapts previous research by assessing patterns of network structure and 
composition to understand if the structure or composition of an ego’s network is associated with 
congregant engagement. Specifically, this dissertation asks: 
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RQ6: To what extent is network structure associated with congregant engagement? 
RQ7: To what extent is network composition associated with congregant engagement?  
To answer these questions, all three tiers of engagement were utilized. For instance, if a 
congregant participates in non-worship church activities and often shares megachurch Facebook 
updates, their level of engagement will not be as high as a congregant who is part of choir, tithes 
monthly, is part of a small group that meets weekly, and volunteers 1-hour per week. By 
comparing these two congregants’ intra-congregational network structures and compositions, 
findings could reveal that the number of relationships, interconnectedness of the relationships, or 
types of people that congregants have relationships with influences the congregants’ level of 
engagement with the congregation and church overall. 
Up to this point in phase two of the current study, the literature review has focused on the 
inclusion of intra-congregational relationships within core and religious discussion networks, and 
the potential for intra-congregational relationship formation (through network structure and 
composition) to impact congregant engagement. The next section discusses the potential for 
congregant engagement to impact religious capital, spiritual capital, and other relationships 
within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model. Thus, the literature review 
takes a deeper dive into tier three of engagement. 
Social, Cultural, Religious, and Spiritual Capital 
To date, the only outcomes researchers have investigated regarding intra-congregational 
relationships focuses on the impact the ties have on the congregants’ religiosity, volunteer habits, 
and general life satisfaction (Lim & Putnam, 2010; Merino, 2013; Stroope, 2012). Therefore, 
scholars have not explored the association between intra-congregational relationships and 
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religious or spiritual capital (i.e. religious or spiritual knowledge and resources) specifically, and 
instead focused on religiosity (i.e. religious belief) (Hoge, 1972; Palmer & Wong, 2013). 
Before discussing religious and spiritual capital as potential outcomes of intra-
congregational relationships, the literature review will define social and cultural capital. Defining 
social and cultural capital is pertinent to the understanding of religious and spiritual capital. 
Without acknowledging religious and spiritual capital’s origins in social and cultural capital, the 
conceptualizations would be incomplete. To clarify, while social and cultural capital are not 
measured within this study, this dissertation abides by Taylor and Kent’s (2014) and Saffer’s 
(2018) conceptualization of engagement, which argues that engagement leads to social capital. 
Thus, while the focus of this research is not on social or cultural capital, both concepts are 
pertinent to the engagement paradigm in public relations.  
Social capital has been defined in various ways and used in various contexts. For the 
purpose of this research, social capital is defined as the “features of social organization such as 
networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” 
(Putnam, 2000, p. 66). In other words, social capital consists of social relations and the benefits 
of those relationships (Lin, 2001; Putnam, 2001). To clarify, social capital is not a product or 
commodity, but “a process abiding in social networks that represents the potential for goal-
oriented action” (Unruh & Sider, 2005, p. 218). Social capital is important to discuss because it 
allowed and encouraged researchers to begin exploring relationships, networks, reciprocity, and 
benefits exchanged within smaller networks, as opposed to solely on the societal level (Palmer & 
Wong, 2013). The power and potential of social capital within a community of believers, or a 
church, has been well documented in scholarship (cf. Unruh & Sider, 2005, pp. 218-238). 
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  On the other hand, cultural capital refers to the value, knowledge, experience, behaviors, 
and/or skills individuals gain as a result of belonging to a particular culture (Palmer & Wong, 
2013). Originally proposed by Bourdieu (1984; 1986), some scholars argue that social capital 
depends on cultural capital within the social network in order to function and thrive (Sharonova 
& Ildarhanovab, 2015). Additionally, scholars also argue that both religious and spiritual capital 
stem from social capital, both are a form of cultural capital, and religious capital and spiritual 
capital are delicately intertwined (Park, Rogers, Neubert, & Dougherty, 2014; Sharonova & 
Ildarhanovab, 2015). Next, the literature review untangles the two primary forms of capital that 
this study focuses on, religious and spiritual.  
There are two primary camps regarding the definition of religious capital (Palmer & 
Wong, 2013). Some scholars, like Iannaccone (1990) and Starke and Finke (2000), define 
religious capital in terms of the individual, as well as outcomes of participation (i.e. resources, 
knowledge, attachment individually gained regarding religious culture, behavior, and beliefs 
through participation) (Palmer & Wong, 2013). For instance, Iannaccone (1990) defines religious 
capital as “the skills and experiences specific to one’s religion, including religious knowledge, 
familiarity with church ritual and doctrine, and friendships with fellow worshippers which 
produce religious resources that people define as valuable and explain religious behavior” (p. 
299). On the other hand, scholars like Baker and Skinner (2006) and Baker and Smith (2010) 
define religious capital according to the outcomes of faith on society at large. For example, 
Baker and Smith (2010) define religious as, “the practical contribution that faith groups make to 
society by creating networks of trust, guidance and support” (p. 9). Since the current study 
focuses on relationships amongst and between God, clergy, and congregants, the former 
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definition is applied. Lastly, religious capital is produced and acquired through time, labor, 
purchasing goods, financial contributions, and social capital (Iannaccone, 1990; Verter, 2003).  
 Spiritual capital has received a similar treatment as religious capital, in that scholars 
define it according to the context in which it is being examined (Palmer & Wong, 2013). Despite 
the various fields in which spiritual capital is studied and conceptualized, it is generally defined 
in terms of individual or organizational spiritual intelligence (Zohar & Marshall, 2004), the 
action of religious capital (Putnam, 2000), and as a branch from cultural capital (Verter, 2003). 
In short, spiritual capital is seen as a means to a political, social, or economic end (Palmer & 
Wong, 2013).2 
Spiritual capital first surfaced as a response to an individualistic belief in something, 
separate from organized religion, and serving as a contrast to religious capital (Palmer & Wong, 
2013; Verter, 2003). Verter (2003) described it succinctly: 
…[spiritual capital] generally connotes an extra organizational, resolutely individualistic, 
and often highly eclectic personal theology self-consciously resistant to dogma. Thus, if 
religious capital is conceived à la Bourdieu as something that is produced and 
accumulated within a hierocratic organizational framework, spiritual capital may be 
regarded as a more widely diffused commodity, governed by more complex patterns of 
production, distribution, exchange, and consumption. (p. 158) 
 
There are three forms of spiritual capital, to complement the three forms of cultural capital 
(Bourdieu, 1986). First, there is the embodied state, which is a measure of position and 
disposition (i.e. “the knowledge, abilities, tastes, and credentials an individual has amassed in the 
field of religion, and is the outcome of explicit education or unconscious processes of 
socialization”) (Verter, 2003, p. 159). Second, there is the objectified state, which is a measure of 
properly consumed materials (i.e. texts, rituals, laws, theologies, etc.). Lastly, there is the 
 
2 This conceptualization has been critiqued for boiling down the purpose of spirituality and religion to a political, 
social, or economic end (Woodberry, 2003). Woodberry (2003) notes that “religion is also concerned about shaping 
which ends people seek” (p. 3).  
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organizationalized state, which is a measure of power flexed by organized organizations (e.g. 
churches, seminaries, faith-based groups, etc.) to decipher the primary religious goods, 
encourage consumption of those goods, and appoint leaders to supply the religious goods 
(Verter, 2003). Spiritual capital is produced and acquired in similar methods to religious capital 
(i.e. time, labor, purchasing goods, financial contributions, and social capital).   
To clarify, while megachurches, the topic of this study, are described as part of organized 
religion, scholars and critics alike agree that some megachurches, especially those that preach 
prosperity gospel, focus on the individual as opposed to the collective (Bowler, 2018; Schieman 
& Jung, 2012). Megachurch’s emphasis on individualism is seen when celebrity pastors discuss a 
congregant’s personal relationship with God, individual growth, and individual prosperity 
(Bowler, 2018; Schieman & Jung, 2012). Furthermore, critics also note that megachurches are 
not similar to other traditional organized religions (i.e. the Catholic Church), because 
megachurch pastors often have the freedom and encouragement to preach freely about topics and 
interpretations that may directly contrast the organizing body they claim to belong to (e.g. Rob 
Bell, ex-megachurch pastor, arguing that hell no longer exists), with little to no consequences 
(Graham, 2014). Due to the focus on individuality and lack of governing body within 
megachurches, religious and spiritual capital are reviewed and assessed 
Limitations in Religious and Spiritual Capital 
Before introducing RQ8, it is critical to acknowledge limitations to the current 
conceptualizations of religious and spiritual capital. First, religious capital has been critiqued for 
operating and circulating within a “closed system,” meaning, it is acquired and transmitted solely 
within a religious context and does not crossover to gains or losses in cultural, social, or 
economic capital (Verter, 2003). Additionally, according to the original conceptualization of 
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religious capital by Bourdieu (1991), it can only be produced, acquired, or transmitted by and 
from religious leaders, as opposed to congregants (Verter, 2003). Scholars have dismissed both 
of these limitations and argue that religious and spiritual capital are cultural resources, which 
directly impact cultural and social capital (Guest, 2007; Palmer & Wong, 2013; Verter, 2003). 
Additionally, scholars have explored how religious capital can also “have effects in nonreligious 
settings without direct linkages to [the religious] domain” (Park et al., 2014, p. 325).  
Megachurch pastors are exemplary examples of how the outcomes of accumulated 
religious capital indeed cross over to increased social, cultural, or even economic capital. For 
example, megachurch pastors like Billy Graham have suburban beginnings in middle class 
communities, and after acquiring religious capital, they are able to mingle with politicians (e.g. 
Robert Morris of Gateway Church), purchase $1.7 million dollar homes (e.g. Steven Furtick of 
Elevation Church), and/or gift their spouses luxury vehicles (e.g. John Gray of Relentless 
Church). Furthermore, scholars contend that laity (i.e. congregants) are not excluded from 
accumulating religious capital and can also acquire it (Iannaccone, 1995). Congregants 
accumulating religious capital is demonstrated within megachurches often, primarily when select 
congregants volunteer to teach lead other congregants about the Bible and faith during small 
groups (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012).  
Religious and Spiritual Capital Research Question 
Assessing religious and spiritual capital is pertinent to the current study because research 
suggests that highly-engaged congregants have high religious capital. Specifically, scholars have 
determined that religious capital leads to increased attendance (Cameron, 1999), increased 
participation with the congregation and the church (Park et al., 2014), and increased willingness 
to contribute to the church (McBride, 2015). Furthermore, scholars note a cyclical cycle for 
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engagement and religious capital (Cameron, 1999; Park et al., 2014). In other words, research 
suggests that “a high level of attendance helps form religious capital which in turn increases the 
level of attendance” (Cameron, 1999, p. 441), and that “religious capital grows in accordance 
with an individual’s participation in the congregation” (Park et al., 2014, p. 315). However, 
attendance and participation represent lower levels of engagement according to Johnston and 
Taylor (2018). Therefore, the current study evaluates the association between congregant 
engagement with religious and spiritual capital. Specifically, the current study asks: 
RQ8: To what extent is congregant engagement associated with (a) religious capital and 
(b) spiritual capital?  
As with previous questions in phase two of this literature review and dissertation research, 
religious and spiritual capital do not directly impact the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model. Instead, RQ1-4 serve to understand the phenomenon “widely,” and RQ5-8 
serve to understand the phenomenon “deeply.” In other words, RQ5-8 are presented to 
understand the potential impact of congregant engagement and intra-congregational ties on 
discussion networks, network structure, network composition, and religious and spiritual capital. 
However, the last research question shifts the focus of the literature review from the potential 
impact of intra-congregational relationships on the congregant, towards the potential impact of 
intra-congregational relationships on the congregant’s other relationships, thus shifting the focus 
back to the networked engagement model. 
The Association Between Intra-Congregational Relationships and Other Relationships 
The notion that one relationship can affect others is not new within the public relations 
literature. For instance, scholars have examined the ways in which one organization can develop 
a relationship with another organization outside of their immediate network, thus acting as a 
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bridge to a separate network of organizations (Kent et al., 2016). The bridging relationship 
results in new information, resources, and access to the rest of the organizations within the 
original network, despite the fact that none of the organizations have a direct relationship to 
anyone outside of their immediate network (Kent et al., 2016). As a result, the strength or 
presence of one relationship has the capability to impact other relationships within the network 
or within the model (Kent et al., 2016). The current study aims to research the potential impact of 
one type of relationship (i.e. intra-congregational relationships), but with personal networks as 
opposed to interorganizational. Specifically, the last research question within phase two of this 
literature review focuses on the potential impact of intra-congregational relationships on other 
relationships within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model. 
Current research on religious publics suggests a link between congregational 
embeddedness and improved quality of relationships with God/Jesus and the church. For 
instance, Stroope (2012) examined the impact of congregational embeddedness on religiosity, 
which is conceptualized as how religious a person is. Results suggest that intra-congregational 
relationships increase religious activity and beliefs, both internal (i.e. adherence to religious 
beliefs) and external (i.e. church activities and volunteering). In other words, an individual who 
has intra-congregational relationships will likely have increased levels of multiple dimensions of 
religiosity (e.g. participation in church activities, supernatural beliefs, biblical literalism), and 
importantly, increased levels of devotional activities (e.g. sharing faith with friends, reading the 
Bible, frequency of prayer) (Stroope, 2012).  
Stroope’s (2012) research lends support to the potential for congregant engagement 
broadly, and intra-congregational relationships specifically, to influence the relationships a 
congregant has with God/Jesus and with the organization itself. Stroope’s (2012) research 
 
 122 
supports this concept of relationships-impacting-relationships because results suggest the more 
embedded a congregant is, then the more time they spend reading the Bible, praying, and 
attending worship services. Reading the Bible and prayer are the top two methods a congregant 
can utilize to develop or strengthen a relationship with God (Luhrmann, 2004). Furthermore, 
results suggest the more embedded a congregant is within their congregational network, then the 
more time they spend at church, whether volunteering, attending services, or in other social 
gatherings. The physical presentness could lead to more opportunities for a congregant to 
cultivate or strengthen a relationship with the church through consistent interaction. However, 
importantly, Stroope’s (2012) research solely hints at the possibility of this interaction and does 
not focus on it specifically. 
Figure 7.  
































































Relationships-Impacting-Relationships Research Question 
Tier three of engagement is characterized by action, impact, and group-level outcomes, 
and can be measured by social embeddedness, social capital, and “acknowledgement of other” 
(Johnston & Taylor, 2018, p. 7). Concepts discussed earlier in the literature review, such as 
discussion networks, network structure, network composition, religious capital, and spiritual 
capital, serve to understand the phenomenon of congregant engagement “deeply,” and assess 
aspects of social embeddedness and capital. The last research question within the current study 
presents a macro-level view of the potential impact of congregant engagement and intra-
congregational relationships. Namely, the last research question expands on Stroope’s (2012) 
findings to examine if and how congregant engagement might potentially impact other 
relationships within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model. Figure 7 depicts 
the concepts of interest for RQ6 – RQ9. Specifically, this dissertation asks:  
RQ9: To what extent is congregant engagement associated with the perceived 
relationship between the other entities within the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model, specifically between (a) the congregant and God and (b) the 
congregant and the Church? 
To assess the factors that might impact congregant engagement as well as outcomes of 
congregant engagement, multiple methods were utilized. The next chapter addresses each 
specific method, measure, and data analysis method that was utilized to examine each of the nine 






 To study congregant engagement and contribute to both theoretical development and a 
practical problem that religious organizations face, the current study utilized several methods to 
answer nine research questions posed. Specifically, qualitative and quantitative methods were 
utilized to examine how megachurches practice public relations, the outcomes of their strategic 
communication, factors that might influence engagement, and the potential impact of 
engagement. The goal of collecting both qualitative and quantitative data was to provide a clear 
depiction of congregants’ perceptions, actions, and personal networks, and megachurches’ 
motivation and execution of public relations efforts. See Table 2 for a complete list of research 
questions, the methods used to answer them, and data analysis procedures. 
 The current study utilized multiple methods to answer the research questions presented. 
As a result of the multi-method approach for the study overall and for particular research 
questions, the methods section discusses each method and the research questions that fall under 
that method. Therefore, RQ3 and RQ4 are addressed first, and RQ1 is addressed later in the 














Table 2.  
Research Questions, Data Collection Method, and Mode of Analysis 
Research Questions Data Collection Method 
Levels of Measurement 
Mode of Analysis 
Phase One 
RQ1: To what extent do congregants perceive the 
presence of covenantal relationships with the Church, 
with God/Jesus, and with other congregants? 
Survey of congregants Univariate statistics 
RQ2: In what ways do megachurches employ 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns to 
encourage public-centric relationships that are present 
within the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model, specifically between the following: 
(a) congregants and God; (b) congregants and the 




Chi-square test of 
independence 
RQ3: To what extent do megachurches aim to employ 
the networked devotional-promotional engagement 
model? 
Interviews with megachurch 
communication employees 
Sensemaking 
RQ4: To what extent do megachurches utilize 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns to 
encourage new or strengthen existing intra-
congregational relationships that are present within the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model? 




RQ5: (a) To what extent do congregants’ religious 
discussion networks and core discussion networks 
overlap, and (b) are intra-congregational ties present 
within either network? 
Ego network analysis Descriptive statistics 
 
RQ6: To what extent is network structure associated 
with congregant engagement? 
Ego network analysis  




Ordinary least squares 
regressions 
Logistic regressions 
RQ7: To what extent is network composition associated 
with congregant engagement? 
Ego network analysis  








RQ8: To what extent is congregant engagement 
associated with (a) religious capital and (b) spiritual 
capital? 
Survey of congregants 
IV: Congregant engagement 
DV: Religious capital, 
spiritual capital 
Univariate statistics 
Ordinary least squares 
regressions 
Logistic regressions 
R9: To what extent is congregant engagement associated 
with the perceived relationship between the other entities 
within the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model, specifically between (a) the 
congregant and God and (b) the congregant and the 
Church? 
Survey of congregants 
IV: Congregant engagement 
DV: Relationship with God, 
Church 
Univariate statistics 




 The methods utilized for the current study include semi-structured interviews, 
quantitative content analysis, survey, and ego network analysis. The next portion of the methods 
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section reviews the site for this dissertation and the megachurch congregation that was utilized to 
answer six research questions.  
Megachurch Study Site 
Given the conceptual framework for this study and subsequent research questions, it was 
necessary to secure a megachurch that met certain criteria. First, the megachurch needed to fit 
the description of a megachurch: 2,000 or more weekly congregants, a celebrity pastor, “many 
associate pastors, large staff, robust congregational identity that empowers 100’s to 1000’s of 
weekly volunteers, an identity… a multitude of programs and ministries… seven-day-a-week 
activities at the church, contemporary worship, huge campuses,” and more (“Megachurch 
definition,” 2015, para. 17). Second, the megachurch had to be a multi-site megachurch. A multi-
site megachurch has several campuses that are geographically dispersed. For example, Summit 
Church has established church sites in Durham, North Raleigh, Chapel Hill, Cary, Apex, Garner, 
and more. While each site within multi-site churches have their own worship bands, pastors, and 
employees, congregants receive the same message per week by viewing a live or recorded 
sermon by the celebrity pastor that is projected on a large screen within the church building 
(Klaver, 2015). Importantly multi-site churches share the same budget, resources, church name, 
messages from the celebrity pastor, and have the same board of executives (commonly referred 
to as “elders”) (Klaver, 2015). 
 A multi-site megachurch is of particular interest due to the belief that multi-site churches 
are meeting congregants “where they are,” as opposed to having congregants drive 30+ minutes 
to one location (Surratt, Ligon, & Bird, 2006). Scholars and pastors argue that multi-site 
megachurches allow for richer engagement opportunities because multi-site megachurches 
enable more direct congregant-to-congregant and clergy-to-congregant interactions, as well as 
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better immediate community service when compared to megachurches that meet in one location 
(Surratt, et al., 2006). Importantly, most of the largest megachurches in the United States 
currently abide by the multi-site model, therefore, the researcher aimed to have a multi-site 
megachurch as the site for the current study in order to have a site that represents the most 
standard megachurch in the U.S. today (“Database of megachurches,” 2015).  
The last requirement of the megachurch site for the current study is that it had to be a 
“digital native” church. Digital native is a term typically used to describe people who were born 
after 1980, “who were raised in an environment in which they were surrounded by technology 
and who possess technological skills different from those possessed by the members of the prior 
generation” (Akçayır, Dündar, & Akçayır, 2016, p. 435). However, the current study sought a 
digital native organization. A digital native organization is one that primarily utilizes new digital 
technology and communication methods to reach stakeholders (Comfort & Hester, 2019). 
Importantly, a digital native organization can utilize traditional means of communication in 
addition to digital ones, and there are no restrictions on the age of the organization or its leaders. 
The sole requirement to be a digital native organization is a focus on utilizing new digital 
technology and communication methods. This can be in conjunction with traditional means of 
communication, or the organization can rely solely on digital technologies. 
The current study is specifically interested in digital native megachurches because the 
goal is to conduct an in-depth study regarding the ways in which a megachurch practices public 
relations. Interview data with megachurch communication employees reveal digital native 
megachurches typically conduct all public relations, marketing, and advertising practices in-
house by full-time paid employees, as opposed to non-digital native megachurches who utilize 
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agencies, firms, part-time employees, or volunteers to handle social networking sites, email 
newsletters, web design, etc.  
Summit Church 
Summit Church is the site for this dissertation research. The organization agreed to share 
public relations materials and access to congregants. These are all necessary to address seven of 
the nine research questions (all RQ’s except RQ3-4).  
Summit Church launched in 2001 with lead pastor J.D. Greear, Ph.D. Previously, Summit 
Church was known as “Homestead Heights” (1962-2000) and “Grace Baptist Mission” (1961-
1962). Summit Church became a megachurch in 2007 by surpassing 2,000 weekly congregants 
and spreading to two sites, one in South Durham and one in North Durham. Between 2008 and 
2017, Summit Church launched nine additional campuses in North Carolina, all of which project 
weekly sermons from J.D. Greear on large-scale projection screens. Currently, Summit Church 
has 12,000 weekly congregants and 11 campuses, not including the Spanish ministry that meets 
at one of the campuses.  
Summit Church is the ideal site for the current study because the organization “performs 
the dual function of being sufficiently unique to evoke comparisons and sufficiently universal to 
evoke identification” (Bochner, 1994, p. 33). In other words, Summit Church is “standard” 
because it meets the criteria that describes a megachurch, including having charismatic senior 
ministers, a celebrity pastor, and a robust congregational identity. This includes thousands of 
volunteers, millions of dollars of donations per year, several programs and ministries organized 
and maintained by members, seven-day-a-week activities, several campuses, contemporary 
worship, and more (“Megachurch definition,” 2015).  
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Summit Church is unique when compared to other megachurches because it is a digital 
native megachurch that has full-time staff dedicated to managing online content, strategy, and 
advertising on social networking sites, websites, and email newsletters. Summit does not enlist 
the help of public relations, marketing, or advertising firms or agencies to conduct work; instead 
all of the public relations work is in-house with the occasional independent contractor or 
freelancer brought in. Having in-house teams and departments is in sharp contrast to older 
megachurches, who enlist the help of agencies who specialize in non-profit organizations to 
handle their public relations efforts or have a youth pastor or associate pastor handle social and 
web content, in addition to their other responsibilities. Importantly, Summit Church is also 
unique because its lead and founding pastor is the current president of the Southern Baptist 
Convention, the largest Protestant denomination in the U.S. (“Annual Church Profile,” 2018) and 
because the communication team requires new hires to be congregants of the megachurch. 
Therefore, as a result of Summit Church’s universalness and uniqueness, the organization is 
suitable to be the site and case for this dissertation, and more specifically, for seven of the 
research questions posed. 
 In detail, Summit Church’s public relations materials were assessed to answer RQ2 and 
their congregants were surveyed to answer RQ1, and RQ5-9. Before diving into the quantitative 
methods that the current study utilized, the methods section will discuss the qualitative methods 
that were employed to answer RQ3-4.  
Semi-Structured Interviews 
 Semi-structured interviews were utilized to answer RQ3 and RQ4. Specifically, semi-
structured interviews with megachurch communication employees addressed RQ3, which 
examines the extent to which megachurches aim to realize the networked devotional-promotional 
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engagement model, and RQ4, which examines the extent to which megachurches utilize 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage the formation of intra-
congregational relationships.  
Semi-structured interviews were deemed the most appropriate method to answer the 
research questions because depth and detail are necessary for this portion of the dissertation, as 
opposed to comparing and aggregating data (Patton, 1990). As described by Hung (2005): 
Qualitative research is best used for exploratory or descriptive research that tries to 
uncover and understand what lies deep within in the complexity and process of any little-
known phenomenon or innovative system by conveying the interaction of context, 
setting, and the participants’ frames of reference. (p. 399) 
 
Importantly, semi-structured interviews specifically speak to the limitations addressed in the 
literature review concerning devotional-promotional communication campaigns and the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model. Namely, while scholars have interviewed 
religious leaders to discuss devotional-promotional communication campaigns (Tilson & Chao, 
2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006), the Protestant faith has not been examined alongside 
these concepts and models, therefore, semi-structured interviews are the most appropriate 
method to answer the research questions, speak to current limitations in research, and examine 
this phenomenon in a religion that has been excluded from this literature. 
The researcher utilized Weiss (1995) as a guide for preparing for the interview, 
identifying participants, and conducting the interview, and utilized Langley (1999) as a guide for 
analyzing interview data. Next, the methods section discusses the approach to interviewing 
megachurch communication employees, including recruitment, time period, and questions posed.   
Approach to Interviewing Megachurch Communication Employees 
Open-ended semi-structured interviews were utilized to answer RQ3 and RQ4. As 
opposed to surveying megachurch communication employees or conducting focus groups, semi-
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structured interviews were necessary based on the nature of the research questions, which focus 
on determining if the networked devotional-promotional engagement model is even a goal within 
megachurch communication departments (RQ3), and the ways in which megachurch 
communication departments strategically aim to encourage intra-congregational relationships 
through devotional-promotional communication campaigns (RQ4). Importantly, interviewing 
megachurch communication employees provided the researcher with the opportunity to cultivate 
relationships with various megachurches and employees, which was necessary when selecting a 
site for the remainder of the dissertation study (RQ1 and RQ5-9). Interviews with 
communication employees were conducted between June and September 2018 as part of initial 
research for this dissertation. 
The researcher applied a purposive sampling approach to invite participants who have 
full-time communication positions within megachurches in the U.S. The researcher utilized three 
methods to recruit participants. The first method included conducting searches on LinkedIn for 
communication employees within megachurches listed on Hartford Institute’s megachurch 
database. From there, the researcher either sent the megachurch communication employee an 
invitational message on LinkedIn about the interview or emailed the employee directly if their 
email address was visible on LinkedIn. The second method included visiting the megachurch’s 
website and browsing its public-facing list of staff members. If a communication employee’s 
email was visible, the researcher emailed the employee an invitation to participate. The third 
method included sending an email to the megachurch’s “general inquires” email address or 
comment box within its website. With this method, the researcher presented the purpose of the 
study and then asked to be connected to a communication employee. 
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With this approach, the researcher contacted individuals at over 100 megachurches in the 
United States. When possible, the researcher invited 3 or 4 communication employees at varying 
levels (i.e. director and technician) to participate in the study from one megachurch. 
Through this approach, the researcher learned that there are contrasting definitions of the 
“communication” department. Some megachurches view the communication department as the 
individuals who solely assist with the production of weekend services, and the “outreach” 
department handles the public relations, marketing, and advertising. On the other hand, some 
megachurches do not have a dedicated “communication” department, but instead have a 
“creative” team, which includes public relations, marketing, and advertising. Regardless of the 
name of the team or department the communication employees came from, the researcher sought 
to interview megachurch employees from every level (i.e. director, manager, technician) who 
focus on strategy or content for public relations, marketing, and advertising for the megachurch. 
If participants indicated that they would like to be interviewed, the researcher scheduled the 
interview in person or over the phone.  
This approach resulted in the researcher conducting 28 interviews with communication 
employees at 14 megachurches. Participants in this study work at some of the largest and most 
influential megachurches in the United States, including Saddleback Church, Elevation Church, 
and Willowcreek Church. Interviews lasted on average 62 minutes, with the longest lasting more 
than two hours and the shortest lasting 39 minutes. Each interview was audio recorded and after 
transcribing the interviews, the transcripts exceeded 200 pages. While attempts to interview at 
least two participants at each megachurch were made, the researcher interviewed one 
communication employee at seven megachurches, and two or three communication employees at 
the remaining seven megachurches. 
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To answer RQ3, the interview questions were structured to elicit details regarding the 
goals, target audience, and plans of specific communication events, initiatives, or campaigns the 
organization hosts. For instance, the researcher asked participants to select a recent campaign, 
event, or initiative, and describe it in depth, from the brainstorming process all the way through 
to evaluation of the program. The researcher included questions regarding the materials and 
avenues used to promote the program to the intended public. Importantly, there was no direction 
provided from the researcher regarding the type of program participants discussed, the time of 
year, or the purpose, unless specifically asked. If the researcher was asked for an example, 
examples such as “giving campaigns,” Easter events, or Facebook series were provided. 
Importantly, all examples provided were examples other participants previously described. 
Through this approach and accompanying data analysis, the researcher was able to determine the 
intended public and goals for the campaign, thus enabling the researcher to answer RQ3. 
To answer RQ4, the interview questions were structured to elicit details regarding 
campaigns, events, or initiatives targeted towards building community or intra-congregational 
relationships, specifically. For instance, if a participant first discussed a campaign aimed at 
educating congregants on what the megachurch does with the donations, the researcher then 
asked if there was a recent program that focused on building relationships among congregants. 
From there, the participant described the specific program with a special emphasis on strategy 
and tactics utilized. Often, probing by the researcher was not necessary, and participants 
described more than one program in depth. See Appendix A for the interview protocol. 
Recruiting participants and asking questions is only part of the process to examining 




Analyzing Interview Data. The current study followed the sensemaking approach to 
analyzing interview data (Paull, Boudville, & Sitlington, 2013). While sensemaking was 
originally tied to theorizing events that seem “unreal” or surprising (cf. Tracy, 2014; Weick, 
1999), the approach has been applied to examine non-shocking events and as a method of 
analysis, as opposed to a theoretical framework (Dervin, 1998; Kreiss, 2016; Langley, 1999; 
Mills, Thurlow, & Mills, 2010). For instance, Weick (1995) originally tied sensemaking to 
battered child syndrome, a medical term where children would display signs of physical abuse, 
parents would try to lie about the abuse, and X-ray technicians could spot it through broken or 
fractured bones. According to Weick (1995), sensemaking occurs when “someone notices 
something, in an ongoing flow of events, something in the form of a surprise, a discrepant set of 
cues, something that does not fit” (p. 2). On the other hand, Kreiss (2016) utilized a sensemaking 
approach to analyzing data in his study on the ways in which presidential candidates influenced 
journalists on Twitter. The current study utilized concepts associated with the sensemaking 
approach to data analysis because ultimately, the current study aims to “structure the unknown” 
with congregant engagement and religious public relations (Waterman, 1990, p. 41). 
Consequently, structuring the unstructured, or unknown, is the foundational purpose of the 
sensemaking approach (Waterman, 1990). 
To employ the sensemaking approach to data analysis, the researcher “interpreted and 
reinterpreted events which take place, and put them in a context to make sense of what is 
happening” (Paull et al., 2013, p. 2). More specifically, the researcher followed Langley’s (1999) 
narrative and synthetic strategies for applying the sensemaking approach to analyzing qualitative 
data. Combining strategies is an encouraged practice when the data and research questions call 
for it (i.e. making sense of the description of a relationship between a congregant and God), and 
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Langley (1999) articulates that the narrative strategy alone is often not enough in order to make 
sense of the data. Thus, the current study combined two sensemaking strategies in order to tell 
the complete story (narrative strategy) and compare processes (synthetic strategy).  
The Narrative Approach. The narrative approach involves constructing a series of stories 
from the raw data (cf. Langley, 1999, p. 695). The narrative can focus on a person’s life, 
experience, or in the context of the current study, relationships a megachurch encourages (RQ3) 
and the strategy for encouraging relationships (RQ4). Thus, to analyze data according to the 
narrative approach, the researcher constructed the life-cycle of the events and program goals. 
After constructing the life cycle for each case, the researcher then compared stories to 
understand the phenomenon and the multiple ways in which participants describe their 
experiences. The goal of this approach was to understand the variety of viewpoints, compare 
stories to identify areas of additional exploration, and begin the process of organizing the data. 























Table 3.  
Open Codes 
Organization–public relationship goal 
God–congregant relationship goal 
Intra-public relationship goal 
Clergy–congregant relationship goal 
Church–community relationship goal 
God–Church relationship goal 
God–clergy relationship goal 
Online sermon 
New media – social networking sites 
New media – video 
New media – website 
New media – email newsletters 
Traditional media – newspaper 
Traditional media – brochures 
Traditional media – bulletin 
Traditional media – print magazine 
Educational history – secular 
Educational history – religious 
Professional history – PR experience 
Professional history – secular 
Small group – online 
Small group – in person 
Professional history – religious 
Informal motto 















Tier 1 engagement 
Tier 2 engagement 




When viewing the narrative approach through the lens of Weick’s (1979) descriptions of 
good theory dimensions, Langley (1999) posits that the narrative approach is high on accuracy 
because the research stays close to the data, lower on simplicity because it does not provide 
“explicit theoretical interpretations,” and lower on generality because only a few cases are 
required since the data are rich (Langley, 1999, p. 697). To increase the complexity while 
maintaining high accuracy, and to answer the research questions posed, the researcher 
incorporated the synthetic approach as the second step in the data analysis process.  
The Synthetic Approach. While the narrative approach to sensemaking focuses on 
constructing stories and understanding the phenomenon, the synthetic approach is critical in 
order to “transform stories composed of events to variables” by identifying potential measures, 
synthesizing core concepts, comparing processes (as opposed to stories), and “identifying 
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regularities that will form the basis of” the proposed model (Langley, 1999, p. 704). The 
synthetic approach takes stories and compresses events within them into sequences and utilizes 
those sequences to create measures that will form the bases of a “simple” model or theory 
(described according to Weick’s (1979) descriptions of good theory dimensions).  
To clarify, the purpose of the qualitative portion of this dissertation research is not to 
develop measures to later be used to create a predictive theory, which is the typical use of the 
synthetic approach (Langley, 1999). Instead, the current study utilized portions within the 
synthetic approach, such as synthesizing core concepts within the stories, comparing processes, 
identifying similarities within the processes, and pulling out broad themes that emerge.  
Utilizing portions of the synthetic approach is critical in order to move data analysis 
closer toward supporting or rejecting elements within the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model. For instance, RQ3 asks, “to what extent do megachurches aim to employ the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model?” Presenting rich data and stories 
organized through the narrative approach to sensemaking describes the various public relations 
strategies, programs, and goals. However, synthesizing core themes within the stories and 
comparing processes of public relations goals assists in exploring the extent to which 
megachurches aim to cultivate the relationships present within the networked engagement model, 
specifically. 
To this point, the methods section has discussed the open-ended semi-structured 
interviews that were pertinent in order to answer RQ3-4, including the purposive sampling 
method, data collection, and data analysis approach. Next, the literature review discusses the 
method utilized to answer RQ2.  
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Quantitative Content Analysis 
 A quantitative content analysis was utilized to answer RQ2, which asks “what are the 
ways in which megachurches employ devotional-promotional communication campaigns to 
encourage the public-centric relationships that are present within the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model, specifically between the following: (a) congregants and 
God/Jesus; (b) congregants and the Church; (c) among congregants?” To clarify, public-centric 
relationships are those that include publics, place publics at the center of the relationship activity, 
and directly benefit publics. Public–centric relationships serve as a stark contrast to 
organization–centric relationships, where the sole purpose of the public relations activity is to 
benefit the organization and the organization is at the center of the public relations activity. Thus, 
while six relationships are included within the proposed networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model, the remaining research questions focus on relationships that include a 
specific public of megachurches: congregants. 
Platforms Examined 
Six communication platforms—Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, email newsletters, event 
webpages, and non-event webpages—were identified as areas of interest in order to answer RQ2. 
These platforms were strategically selected because they are created for congregants, easily 
accessible to the general public, and because there is a rich history in the public relations 
literature of content analyzing social media to assess relationship cultivation strategies from 
religious organizations (Smith, 2007; Waters & Tindall, 2010; Waters et al., 2011; Wirtz, 
Ngondo, & Poe, 2013; Waymer et al., 2012). The time period for gathering data (May 2017 – 
July 2019) was selected because it captured important Protestant holidays, such as Easter and 
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Christmas, as well as independent initiatives that are unique to Summit Church, like ServeRDU, 
“A Year of Prayer,” women’s conferences, men’s conferences, and more. 
Analyzing six platforms from one megachurch, as opposed to one platform from multiple 
megachurches, was also intentional. Prior studies have taken the latter approach; however, this 
portion of the dissertation aimed to study the phenomenon both widely (multiple platforms) and 
deeply (multiple target relationships) (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Traditional media, such as print magazines or booklets, were not included because like other 
digital-native megachurches, Summit Church—the site of this empirical investigation—does not 
consistently utilize print materials (Klaver, 2015). As a reminder, it is at this point in the 
dissertation that Summit Church serves as the focus of the study. In other words, participants 
from multiple megachurches participated in interviews; however, Summit Church is the sole site 
for the content analysis, egocentric network analysis, and survey.  
Coding Protocol 
To date, no known study has conducted a quantitative content analysis of public relations 
materials to assess the level of encouragement to develop covenantal relationships with God, the 
Church, and congregants. Therefore, this study drew upon Tilson and Venkateswaran’s (2006) 
and Tilson and Chao’s (2002) qualitative content analysis findings to identify indicators of the 
target relationships at the center of RQ2. To clarify, the target relationships are the three 
relationships at the center of RQ2, including the God–congregant relationship, Church–
congregant relationship, and intra-congregational relationships. 
The current study’s approach to coding for devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns and translating words and depictions as encouragement for relationship development 
is supported by previous research (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). In other words, if a 
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megachurch includes religion-specific terms, like “Jesus” within an Instagram caption, then this 
study posits it is pointing individuals towards a relationship with the object of devotion, which is 
God in this context. These indicators include mentions of religious deities, texts, and acts, as well 
as organizational leaders, functions, spaces, and more. The indicators could be included within 
the text, depicted within an image, or spoken within a video. 
Examining Encouragement for God–Congregant Relationships. The first target 
relationship is one between an individual and an object of devotion, which in this specific study 
is God, Jesus, and the Protestant faith. Coders coded the frequency that Jesus, God, the Bible, 
prayer, and baptism were depicted in photos and videos, or mentioned in text in order to examine 
encouragement to develop a relationship between a stakeholder and God. To clarify, the Bible, a 
book or verse within the Bible, or “Gospel” could all be mentioned or depicted. These five sub-
indicators form the first composite indicator.  
Any mention or depiction of Jesus or God was translated into encouraging a relationship 
with the deities, given the mission of Summit Church, nature of religious organizations, and 
context of the communication. Additionally, any mention or depiction of the Bible or praying to 
God or Jesus was translated as encouraging congregants to “talk” (i.e. pray) to God/Jesus, or 
learn about God/Jesus by reading the Bible (Baesler, 1997). Theologians argue that God/Jesus 
“speak” to believers through the Bible and believers “speak” to God/Jesus through prayers 
(Foster, 2010; Peace, 2015; Willard, 2012). Therefore, the mention or depiction of prayer or the 
Bible could support the notion that the megachurch is encouraging the formation or 
strengthening of a relationship with these deities. Third, baptism represents a public declaration 
of belief in God and Jesus within Protestantism, therefore, depictions of baptism can be 
translated as encouraging devotion to God (White, 1999).  
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In addition to coding for the presence or absence of God, Jesus, prayer, the Bible, or 
baptism, the current study examined encouragement to develop relationships with the Church 
and other congregants. 
Examining Encouragement for Church–Congregant Relationships. To assess 
encouragement to develop a relationship with the Church, this study utilized a composite 
indicator that is formed by joining six sub-indicators. The six sub-indicators include the inclusion 
of the senior pastor, calls-to-action to physically attend Summit Church, information about 
weekend services, megachurch (or affiliated) website URLs, information about volunteering, and 
information about tithing. A few sub-indicators are discussed in depth to provide further context. 
The first sub-indicator includes the frequency to which a pastor is included within social 
media posts, webpages, or an email newsletter. This includes a physical depiction of the pastor or 
the inclusion of the pastor’s name. The inclusion of a pastor’s image or name is a marker to 
understand the how prominent the megachurch wants the pastor to be within congregants’ lives, 
and encouragement to develop a relationship with him or her. According to Protestant beliefs, the 
Bible is true and ordained by God, therefore, a pastor is not necessary to learn tenets of the faith 
or to understand the Bible. Thus, depicting the pastor serves to either raise the pastor’s celebrity 
or to encourage a relationship with the clergy/church by way of developing trust, admiration, or 
raising religious authority of the pastor (Cheong, 2014).3 
 The second way the current study assessed encouragement from the megachurch to 
develop a relationship with the Church is by coding the frequency to which the megachurch 
included information or directions on how to visit the Church’s campus, the Church’s website, or 
 
3 While preliminary findings from the interviews revealed different methods for cultivating a relationship with the 
senior founding pastor (i.e. clergy) and the Church, the content analysis merged sub-indicators for clergy with the 
church to form one composite indicator. 
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other webpages within the Church’s website if the congregant is already on the website. While 
information or directions to visit the megachurch’s campus or website does not directly translate 
to encouragement to develop a relationship, it is one way the current study assessed the degree to 
which a megachurch aims to promote their specific Church, as opposed to other churches within 
their faith. For example, a post on Facebook that includes information about Summit Church’s 
Easter service communicates a different message when compared to a Facebook post with 
information about Easter services at local churches in the Durham area. The critical component 
of this method of measurement is the inclusion of information or directions to visit the Church’s 
campus or website so that additional relationship cultivation opportunities can then go into 
effect.  
 Third, this study assessed the frequency to which tithing or volunteering at the 
megachurch are included within social media posts, webpages, and email newsletters. Tithing 
and volunteering represent tier three engagement and they are critical components to a 
megachurch’s success. Encouragement to tithe or volunteer with the megachurch is a way to 
strengthen a relationship that is already present between the congregant and the organization. 
Ample research suggests that stakeholders who give their time (volunteer) or money (tithe) to an 
organization have an already established relationship (Bortree & Waters, 2008; Briones, Kuch, 
Liu, & Jin, 2011; O’Neil, 2007). Therefore, the frequency of which the megachurch included 
information or directions on how a congregant can tithe or volunteer is a sub-indicator 
representing encouragement to form or strengthen a Church–congregant relationship. 
 Thus far, the methods section has discussed two composite relationship indices which 
were used to assess the extent to which Summit Church encourages public-centric relationships 
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with God and the Church through devotional-promotional communication campaign materials. 
The last composite indicator focuses on intra-congregational relationships. 
Examining Encouragement for Intra-Congregational Relationships. The third target 
relationship is intra-congregational relationships. This target relationship was formed by coding 
the frequency that physical events (i.e. Women’s Conference, Campus Potluck) and small groups 
occur within Summit Church’s public relations materials. Physical events were included in the 
composite indicator for intra-congregational relationships, as opposed to the Church–congregant 
or God–congregant relationship, as a result of preliminary interview data. For instance, interview 
participants discussed events like women’s conferences, men’s retreats, table tennis ministries, 
and more as ways to form intra-congregational relationships. Furthermore, Tilson and 
Venkateswaran (2006) described that Hindu faith communities hosted events to foster 
“community” among their followers. 
Physical events can include a variety of activities. For instance, if a Twitter post includes 
directions on how a person can join the church choir, the tweet was coded as an indicator for 
intra-public relationships. To clarify, there is a difference between providing information, an 
invitation, or directions regarding a congregant group event, when compared to information or an 
invitation to attend church, training of some sort, church meetings, or ministry meetings. To code 
this sub-indicator as present, the activity had to be congregant-based, like choir, a prayer team, 
small group, Mother’s Day Out (MDO) group, men’s conference, children’s Summer camp, etc., 
as opposed to a church leadership meeting or training to convert someone. To dive deeper into 
the types of events, activities, or groups megachurches are providing information or directions 





This study content analyzed 820 public relations materials published between May 2017 
and July 2019. This includes 262 Facebook posts, 198 tweets, 188 Instagram posts, 37 email 
newsletters, 74 non-event webpages, and 61 event webpages. All materials were published by 
Summit Church, or in the case of email newsletters, sent on behalf of Summit Church. This 
represents 25% of the materials gathered during this time period. Social networking sites formed 
79.02% of the sample, website pages made up 16.46% of the sample, and email newsletters 
made up 4.51% of the sample (see Table 4). All materials are publicly available except email 
newsletters, which require creating a username and password on Summit Church’s website and 
“The City” website.4  
Table 4.  
Review of Materials Randomly Sampled for the Content Analysis 
Public relations material from Summit Church Total collected Final sample (25%) 
   Facebook posts 1,006 262* 
   Twitter posts 790 198 
   Instagram posts 752 188 
   Email newsletters 148 37 
   Event webpages 242 61 
   Non-event webpages 294 74 
Total 3,232 820 
*Note: 25% of 1,006 Facebook posts is 252 but an additional ten posts were included due to a miscalculation.  
 
Data Analysis 
To analyze the data, three composite indicators were created to represent each of the 
three target relationships. Grouping sub-indicators into one composite indicator is necessary in 
order to evaluate the relationship between the three target relationships and six platforms 
analyzed (Kracker & Wang, 2002; Song, Lin, Ward, & Fine, 2012; White & Marsh, 2006). 
 
4 “The City” is a social networking platform Summit Church utilized during the data collection period. From May 
2017 until around May 2018, email newsletters from “The City” were included in data collection. Summit Church 
stopped using “The City” in May 2018. 
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Grouping sub-indicators together under a specific category to understand broader themes present 
within the content has been utilized in many content analyses, and in research on public relations 
materials within religious organizations (Kracker & Wang, 2002; Waters et al., 2011a; White & 
Marsh, 2006). A sub-indicator is “a quantitative or a qualitative measure derived from a series of 
observed facts” that can reveal trends within materials, issues, areas, and more (Hoffmann & 
Giovannini, 2008, p. 13). Furthermore, “a composite indicator is formed when individual [sub-] 
indicators are compiled into a single index… the composite indicator should ideally measure 
multi-dimensional concepts which cannot be captured by a single indicator” (Hoffmann & 
Giovannini, 2008, p. 13). In other words, a composite indicator “reflects a ‘complex system’ that 
consists of numerous ‘components’, making it easier to understand in full rather than reducing it 
back to its ‘spare parts’” (Greco, Ishizaka, Tasiou, & Torrisi, 2019, p. 62).  
The first composite indicator represents the God–congregant relationship, and consist of 
five sub-indicators, including God, Jesus, Bible/Gospel, prayer, and baptism. Six sub-indicators 
form the second composite indicator, which represents the Church–congregant relationship. The 
six sub-indicators include mentions or depictions of the senior pastor, website URL, information 
about weekend services, a call-to-action to visit Summit Church, information about tithing, and 
information about serving or volunteering. The last composite indicator represents intra-
congregational relationships, and is formed by two sub-indicators including physical events and 
small groups.  
It is important to clarify that this portion of the dissertation focuses on three specific 
target relationships, therefore three composite indicators; however, the relationships are not 
mutually exclusive. Therefore, one artifact, like an Instagram post, can contain elements that 
include more than one target relationship. In other words, one Instagram post can include sub-
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indicators for a God–congregant relationship, Church–congregant relationship, and intra-
congregational relationships.  
The researcher examined the statistical significance of the bivariate relationships between 
the composite indicators and platforms, and within each composite indicator, using Pearson’s 
chi-square tests of independence to determine if statistically significant relationships exist. See 
Appendix E for results concerning chi-square tests of independence for each composite indicator. 
Intercoder Reliability. Three coders equally coded the materials, one of which is the 
author of this dissertation. All coders are familiar with the Protestant faith. Coders practiced on 
non-study content until intercoder reliability was established with 10% of the study’s sample 
(Lacy, Watson, Riffe, & Lovejoy, 2015). Gwet’s AC1 coefficient was computed to measure 
intercoder reliability on each of the measures using AgreeStat 2015.6 (Gwet, 2014). Gwet’s AC1 
was selected to calculate intercoder reliability because data are nominal and because of the 
skewed, high agreement/low reliability phenomenon that occurs with other reliability measures 
(Riffe, Lacy, Fico, & Watson, 2019). Acceptable reliability was found among all sub-indicators, 
with all Gwet’s AC1 scores above .94. 
 To this point within the Methods, this chapter has discussed the ways in which RQ2-4 
were examined and answered. The remaining research questions, including RQ1 and RQ5-9 
utilize the survey and egocentric network analysis methods. To clarify, phase one of this 
dissertation comprises of RQ1-4, whereas RQ5-9 form phase two. Thus, the results are presented 
in a similar order that the methods were discussed: interview first, followed by content analysis, 
followed by survey and egocentric network analysis results.  
Next, the Methods will discuss the approach to answering RQ1, which is the final 
research question in phase one of this dissertation, as well as RQ5-9. The final section of the 
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Methods includes a discussion on the method for surveying congregants at Summit Church as 
well as conducting an egocentric network analysis on congregants’ discussion networks.  
Surveying Congregants 
 This study surveyed congregants within Summit Church to address RQ1 and RQ5-9. 
Data was collected through an online Qualtrics survey. Participants were solicited through a 
variety of print and online channels overseen by Summit Church. The purposive sampling 
method was necessary to ensure the researcher secured responses from congregants with varying 
levels of engagement to conduct the regressions necessary for RQ6-9. The current study is 
specifically interested in congregants at Summit Church, as opposed to megachurch congregants 
everywhere, because the goal is to explore and examine the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model with one megachurch and megachurch community before generalizing the 
claims to all megachurch congregants. 
Data Collection 
 Participants were invited to complete the survey through three methods, including Church 
bulletins, advertising on Facebook and Twitter, and posts within Summit Church’s campus 
Facebook groups. Summit Church published an invitation to participate in the survey within a 
printed bulletin, which was handed out during four sermon meeting times at all campuses the 
weekend of October 26, 2019. The bulletin was designed by Summit Church and featured news 
and information about Summit Church, with the survey invitation appearing in a paragraph at the 
bottom of the bulletin. Following a relatively low completion rate (n = 30), the researcher 
published an invitation to complete the survey on the following Summit Church campus 
Facebook groups: Alamance County, Apex, Brier Creek, Blue Ridge, Capital Hills, Chapel Hill, 
Downtown Durham, Garner, and North Durham on November 22, 2019.  
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Following an additional low completion rate (n = 28), the survey was advertised on 
Facebook and Twitter to congregants of Summit Church from January 20, 2020, to February 2, 
2020 (n = 78).5 These three methods for data collection yielded 168 completed surveys. A total 
of 15 respondents indicated they found the survey via email, a friend, or Instagram, and 17 
respondents provided no response for this question. The data collection period lasted from 
October 25, 2019, to February 2, 2020. Respondents were incentivized to complete the survey 
with the opportunity to win one of 20 $25 Amazon gift cards. Incentives were necessary due to 
the high respondent burden that is typical in egocentric network analysis data collection methods 
(Ryu, Couper, & Marans, 2005).  
Survey Sample 
 Of the 168 respondents, 90% completed the entire survey (n = 151) and the remaining 
10% respondents completed more than half of the survey (n = 17). Regarding respondents who 
completed the entire survey, the majority were middle-aged women who attend Summit 
Church’s Brier Creek Campus, located in Durham, North Carolina. See Table 5 (Appendix D) 
for a full list of respondent demographics. Most respondents were women (n = 116), married (n 
= 101), have at least one child (n = 93), have a bachelor’s degree or higher (n = 118), are white 
(n = 139), and make between $70,000 - $99,999 per year (n = 33). This demographic information 
is reflective of predominantly white megachurches, with the exception that the large majority of 
megachurch congregants are not women (Karnes, McIntosh, Morris, & Pearson-Merkowitz, 
2007). While Summit Church is “working hard to bring other ethnicities into the church's 
 
5 While the large amount of time between the initial launch of the survey via Summit Church bulletins and 
advertising the survey on Facebook and Twitter is not ideal, the researcher had to amend the IRB application to 
include advertising the survey on Facebook and Twitter and did not want to advertise the survey during the 
Christmas holiday season due to concerns of being outbid by other advertisers and low focus of respondents during a 
major Protestant holiday. 
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leadership and regularly talk about racial justice,” the organization’s congregation is 
predominately white (Abrams, 2018, para. 26).  
 Regarding respondent participation within Summit Church, over 80% of respondents are 
members within Summit Church (n = 126), and 72.19% are members within a small group at 
Summit Church (n = 109). Close to half of all respondents have served in some type of 
leadership role within Summit Church, including leading a small group (n = 65), while a small 
percentage were paid employees of Summit Church (n = 16). Lastly, most respondents who 
indicated they are members at Summit Church have been members for either 2-4 years (n = 42) 
or 5-7 years (n = 35).  
Survey Measures 
The survey was utilized to gather traditional social science survey data as well as 
egocentric network analysis data. This section of the methods focuses solely on the traditional 
social science survey components. This study utilized measures from previous research to assess 
congregant engagement, religious capital, spiritual capital, the relationship between a congregant 
and God, the relationship between a congregant and the Church, as well as the presence of 
covenantal relationships (Hoge, 1972; Hon & Grunig, 1999; Johnston & Taylor, 2018; Men & 
Tsai, 2015; Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002; Sendjaya, 2005). The next several sections are 
dedicated to discussing the specific measures utilized in this study. See Appendix C for the 
survey codebook. 
 Congregant Engagement. Several measures form the concept of “congregant 
engagement.” These measures are separated into each tier of engagement. In other words, a total 
of 11 measures form tier one congregant engagement, five measures form tier two engagement, 
and four measures form tier three engagement. See Table 6 for conceptualizations of each tier of 
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engagement as well as methods for measurement within this study. The next section reviews 
each measure within each tier of engagement and discusses how they were utilized to answer 
RQ1 and RQ6-9. 
Table 6.  
Review of Definitions and Operationalizations of Three Tiers of Congregant Engagement 




content at a low 
level… indicates a 
potential for 
engagement” p. 3 
1. Consuming content on Summit Church’s social networking sites 
(e.g. liking, following) (Men & Tsai, 2013b) 
2.  Contributing content to Summit Church’s social networking sites 
(e.g. commenting, uploading photos) (Men & Tsai, 2013b) 
Tier two: 
“…connections and 
relationships at the 
individual level of 
analysis” p. 6 
1.  Frequency of past participation in church activities, like small 
groups, choir, prayer meetings, outreach groups (Merino, 2013) 
2.  Feelings of embeddedness within Summit Church (Schafer, 2018) 
3.  Total number of intra-congregational ties 
 
Tier three: 
“…action and impact 
at a social level of 
analysis… action as a 
result of engagement” 
p. 6 
1.  Past volunteer behavior 
2.  Past tithing behavior 
3.  Past conversion behavior (i.e. converting others) 
4.  Future tithing intentions 
Note. Quotes are from Johnston and Taylor (2018) 
 
Measuring Tier 1 Congregant Engagement. Johnston and Taylor (2018) describe tier 
one engagement as liking or following on social media, thus representing the potential for 
engagement to occur. Therefore, to measure tier one engagement, this study utilized Men and 
Tsai’s (2013b) consuming and contributing social media scales. The consuming social media 
scale consists of six measures and assessed the degree to which congregants consume Summit 
Church’s social media content (e.g. view videos, view photos, like posts, read posts, read 
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reviews, etc.) (Men & Tsai, 2013b). On the other hand, the contributing social media scale 
consists of five measures and assessed the degree to which congregants contribute to Summit 
Church’s social media content (e.g. posting photos, commenting, uploading videos, etc.). 
Respondents had the opportunity to describe their participation with a 1-5 Likert scale, with 1 
being “never” and 5 being “very frequently” (Men & Tsai, 2013b). Cronbach’s alpha reliability 
coefficient was 0.87 for the consuming social media scale (M = 3.25, SD = 1.00) and 0.85 for the 
contributing social media scale M = 2.01, SD = 0.97). This indicates internal consistency for the 
items within the two scales (Gliem & Gliem, 2003). See Table 7 for Cronbach’s alphas for each 
of the scales utilized in this study, as well as descriptive results for each scale. 
Assessing tier one engagement is critical in order to understand the level to which 
congregants are engaging with Summit Church, and the outcomes of that engagement. For 
instance, a congregant who shares five of Summit Church’s posts per week onto her own 
Facebook account may appear to be very engaged; however, Johnston and Taylor (2018) posit 




















Table 7.  



















 Consuming social media 0.87 0.87 3.25 1.00 3.17 0.90 
Contributing social media 0.85 0.85 2.01 0.97 1.80 0.88 
 






 Feelings of embeddedness 0.83 0.84 5.28 1.51 5.33 0.88 
Participation behavior - - 3.47 1.35 4.00 - 
 














God–congregant relationship 0.82 0.85 5.84 0.92 6.00 0.86 
    God-avoidance 0.84 0.87 1.54 0.99 1.00 0.88 
    God-acceptance 0.79 0.79 6.13 0.96 6.33 0.84 
    God-anxiety 0.73 0.74 3.07 1.54 3.00 0.80 
Church–congregant relationship 0.95 0.95 5.92 1.04 6.18 0.96 
    Trust 0.91 0.91 6.35 0.96 6.67 0.93 
    Control mutuality 0.80 0.82 5.70 1.18 6.00 0.85 
    Commitment 0.79 0.79 5.37 1.48 5.67 0.85 
    Satisfaction 0.93 0.94 5.89 1.30 6.25 0.95 
Religious capital 0.82 0.86 6.26 0.71 6.43 0.86 
    Intrinsic religiosity 0.88 0.89 6.44 0.78 6.64 0.91 
Spiritual capital 0.94 0.93 6.48 2.40 7.38 0.95 
    Intrinsic spirituality 0.98 0.98 7.67 2.97 8.83 0.99 
Notes. No scale was formed for tier 3 engagement because the variables assess different aspects of this high level of 
engagement. Additionally no scale was formed for Participation behavior for tier two engagement, but descriptive 
results are reported here for consistency. Each broad scale has an acceptable Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient 
according to Gliem & Gliem (2003). All scales were measured on a 1-7 Likert Scale with the exception of spiritual 
capital, which was measured with a 1-10 Likert Scale (Hoge, 2002), and consuming and contributing social media 
behavior, which were measured on a 1-5 Likert Scale (Men & Tsai, 2013b). 
 
 Measuring Tier 2 Congregant Engagement. Tier two engagement is characterized by 
connection, understanding, and relationships, therefore, this study examined tier two engagement 
in three ways. First, tier two engagement was measured with Schafer’s (2018) feelings of 
embeddedness scale (Schafer & Upenieks, 2017). The feelings of embeddedness scale consists of 
three measures, including “the congregation at Summit Church feels like family to me,” “the 
congregation at Summit Church meets my spiritual needs,” and “I feel like an outsider at Summit 
Church” (Schafer 2018; Schafer & Upenieks, 2017). Respondents indicated the degree to which 
they strongly disagree (1) or strongly agree (7) with the three statements (α = 0.83, M = 5.28, SD 
= 1.51).  
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Next, tier two congregant engagement was measured through respondents’ level of 
participation in church activities beyond Sunday morning worship services. While Johnston and 
Taylor (2018) did not clarify which level of engagement participation is situated within, the 
current study posits that in-person participation is beyond tier one engagement, which represents 
an opportunity for engagement, but does not quite reach tier three engagement, which focuses on 
action and impact. Thus, this study situates in-person participation as tier two engagement. 
Therefore, the secondary way tier two engagement was assessed was through respondents’ 
participation in church activities. This includes social gatherings, choir, small group, prayer 
meetings, service groups, and more (Merino, 2013; Schafer, 2018). Respondents indicated the 
degree to which they rarely or never (1) participated in church activities, or participated in 
church activities more than once a day (7) (Merino, 2013).  
Lastly, tier two congregant engagement was measured by the total number of intra-
congregational ties each respondent had. This was critical in order to assess the actual connection 
and relationships respondents have with other congregants within Summit Church. The total 
number of intra-congregational ties was calculated by determining the top ten alters who 
respondents are closest with and then out of those individuals, adding the number of alters who 
are also members at Summit Church. The methods section includes an in-depth discussion on the 
name generator and alters when reviewing the ego network analysis method. 
Next, the methods section discusses the measures that comprise of tier three engagement.  
Measuring Tier 3 Congregant Engagement. Johnston and Taylor (2018) explained that 
tier three engagement is measured through action, impact, and group-level outcomes, therefore 
survey questions for this level of engagement focused on behaviors and intentions that require 
extra effort and result in group-level outcomes (Merino, 2013). Four variables assessed tier three 
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engagement, including past tithing behavior, future tithing intentions, past conversion behavior, 
and past volunteer behavior. To clarify, tithing was specifically included in tier three engagement 
because it has the potential to lead to group-level outcomes, like expanding the Church, sending 
missionaries to a different city, or supporting families within the congregation.  
Specifically, respondents were asked, “have you donated money to Summit Church in the 
past 12 months,” “do you plan on donating money to Summit Church in the next 12 months,” 
and “in the past twelve months, have you done any volunteer work with Summit Church or at 
Summit Church (that is, work for Summit Church or one of its direct affiliates, which you did 
not receive pay).” These items were measured dichotomously (1 = “yes,” 0 = “no”) (Merino, 
2013). Additionally, this study assessed tier three congregant engagement through action and 
impact via the faith. In other words, this study asked, “from the time you began attending 
Summit Church until now, have you led someone to Christ?” as the final way to assess tier three 
congregant engagement. See the survey codebook in Appendix C for the full list of measures 
within this survey. 
 Measuring congregant engagement is critical to this study because research questions 
focus on comparing the association between network structure and composition on congregant 
engagement (RQ6-7), as well as the association between congregant engagement on religious 
capital and the relationship a congregant has with God and the Church (RQ8-9). The purpose of 
measuring congregant engagement is to understand the extent to which congregant engagement 
potentially impacts the individual, other congregants, and the megachurch as a whole.  
The next section discusses variables necessary to answer RQ1 and RQ8-9. Variables to 
measure covenantal relationships, religious capital, spiritual capital, and relationships with 
God/Jesus and the Church/clergy are pertinent to the survey and are not associated with the ego-
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network analysis. Therefore, the methods to answering the research questions appear out of order 
(RQ9 is discussed before RQ5-7), and the results section answers research questions out of order 
(RQ2-4 is answered before RQ1). This is necessary in order to keep the presentation of the 
methods organized, since data for the ego network analysis was collected within the survey, but 
the ego network analysis is a separate method from the survey. 
Covenantal Relationships. Two research questions focus on three covenantal 
relationships. Specifically, RQ1 asks “to what extent do congregants perceive the presence of 
covenantal relationships with the Church, God/Jesus, and among congregants?” Second, RQ9 
asks, “to what extent is congregant engagement associated with the perceived relationship 
between the other entities within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, 
specifically between (a) the congregant and God and (b) the congregant and the Church?” Three 
scales were utilized to assess the presence of covenantal relationships between the congregant 
and God, between the congregant and Church, and among congregants. Each is described and 
discussed within this section. 
Measuring God–Congregant Relationships. While Protestants believe God and Jesus are 
simultaneously two separate figures that make up a holy trinity, yet also one in the same, the 
current study uses the phrase “God/Jesus” or just “God” to demonstrate the separation, yet unity, 
of this deity. Importantly, relationship strength and quality with God/Jesus is not the same as 
religiosity or religious capital, therefore, specific measures are utilized to measure the covenantal 
relationship quality between a congregant and God/Jesus.  
To examine the covenantal relationship presence, strength, and quality between a 
congregant and God/Jesus, the researcher utilized the Attachment to God (AGS) scale, created 
by Rowatt and Kirkpatrick (2002). While few public relations scholars have attempted to 
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measure the relationship strength and quality between God/Jesus and congregants, several 
theology and psychology scholars have attempted to examine this relationship (Rowatt & 
Kirkpatrick, 2002). A total of nine measures are used to examine the congregant’s perspective on 
their relationship with God/Jesus. The measures are broken down into avoidance, acceptance, 
and anxiety dimensions. This scale was selected because theology scholars posit that other 
scales, including the “loving relationship with God” scale (Levin, 2002), have greater potential to 
fall into a social desirability bias, or become confounded with intrinsic or extrinsic religiosity 
measures (Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002). Importantly, scholars across disciplines have utilized 
the AGS scale and confirmed its construct validity in measuring the relationship between a 
person and deity (Davis, Hook, & Worthington, 2008; Davis et al., 2009; McElroy et al., 2016). 
Furthermore, the AGS scale was specifically chosen to evaluate the presence of covenantal 
relationships because it incorporates core components present within covenantal relationships, 
like trust, access, involvement, interest, and fulfilling needs (Hung, 2005; Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006).  
The measures for the AGS scale include “God seems impersonal to me,” “God knows 
when I need support,” “God’s reactions to me seem to be inconsistent,” and more (Rowatt & 
Kirkpatrick; 2002) (see Appendix C for the full survey codebook). The items were measured 
with a 1-7 Likert scale, with 1 being “not at all characteristic of me” and 7 being “very 
characteristic of me.” Cronbach’s alpha revealed internal consistency and the reliability of the 
scale ( = 0.82, M = 2.16, SD = 0.92). See Table 7 for a full list of Cronbach’s alpha scores and 
descriptive results. The anxiety and avoidance dimensions within the scale were reverse coded to 




 Assessing the relationship with God/Jesus is only one relationship out of three that are 
present within RQ1 and RQ9. Next, the methods section reviews the scales utilized to assess 
relationships with the Church and covenantal relationships among congregants.  
Measuring Church–Congregant Relationships. This study utilized Hon and Grunig’s 
(1999) measures for an organization-public relationship to examine a congregant’s relationship 
with the Church. Instead of adapting current measures for covenantal relationships from 
interpersonal measures to fit the stakeholder–organization context, this study utilized a well-
researched scale within the public relations literature that examines relationship outcomes in 
order to understand relationship presence and strength. Importantly, this means that this scale 
does not assess relationship type, even though dimensions within Hon and Grunig’s (1999) scale 
align with characteristics of covenantal relationships, like trust, access, and involvement.  
Several scholars have utilized Hon and Grunig’s (1999) relationship outcome scale to 
assess the outcomes of organization-public relationships in secular settings (Waters & Bortree, 
2012a) and religious settings (Waters & Bortree, 2012b). Following Men and Tsai’s (2013a) 
approach, trust, satisfaction, control mutuality, and commitment were the only concepts 
measured from Hon and Grunig’s (1999) scale because “they have been consistently validated as 
relationship consequences across various disciplines” (Dagger & O’Brien, 2010; Sanchez-
Franco, 2009). Each item within the scale was measured with a 1-7 Likert scale, with 1 being 
“strongly disagree” and 7 being “strongly agree.” Cronbach’s alpha was computed for this 
composite scale and was found to have internal consistency ( = 0.95, M = 5.92, SD = 1.04).  
 To assess the level of trust a congregant perceives in their relationship with the Church, 
the current study asked respondents to indicate their level of agreement with statements like, 
“Summit Church treats people like me fairly and justly,” “whenever Summit Church makes an 
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important decision, I know it will be concerned about people like me,” “Summit Church can be 
relied on to keep its promises,” and “I feel very confident about Summit Church’s skills” (Hon & 
Grunig, 1999). Respondents responded to a total of six statements regarding the level of trust 
within the organization–public relationship. Cronbach’s alpha was computed for the trust 
dimension within this composite scale and the trust dimension was found to have internal 
consistency ( = 0.91, M = 6.35, SD = .96). See the survey codebook in Appendix C for a list of 
full statements.  
 Next, respondents answered questions regarding the degree to which they feel mutual 
control within the organization–public relationship. Hon and Grunig (1999) posit that assessing 
the “degree to which parties agree on who has the rightful power to influence one another” is a 
critical component in a relationship between an organization and stakeholders (p. 3). To evaluate 
control mutuality, respondents indicated the degree to which they strongly agree (7) or strongly 
disagree (1) with statements like, “Summit Church and people like me are attentive to what each 
other say,” “Summit Church believes the opinions of people like me are legitimate,” and “the 
management of Summit Church gives people like me enough say in the decision-making 
process” (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Cronbach’s alpha was computed for the control mutuality 
dimension within this composite scale and the mutual control dimension was found to have 
acceptable internal consistency ( = 0.80, M = 5.70, SD = 1.18). 
 To examine the level of commitment perceived by the congregant in the relationship, 
respondents indicated the degree to which they agree or disagree with three statements. 
Assessing commitment within the relationship is critical to aiding in the understanding of 
relationship strength and quality. According to Hon and Grunig (1999), commitment represents 
the “feeling that the relationship is worth spending energy to maintain and promote,” which 
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assists in our understanding of the multi-faceted phenomenon of an organization–public 
relationship (p. 3). Examples of the statements include, “I feel that Summit Church is trying to 
maintain a long-term commitment to people like me,” “I can see that Summit Church wants to 
maintain a relationship with people like me,” and “there is a long-lasting bond between Summit 
Church and people like me” (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Cronbach’s alpha was computed for the 
commitment dimension within this composite scale and the commitment dimension was found to 
have internal consistency ( = 0.79, M = 5.37, SD = 1.48) (Taber, 2017). 
 Lastly, Hon and Grunig (1999) recommend assessing the level of satisfaction congregants 
perceive with their relationship with an organization. According to researchers, “satisfaction with 
religious organizations has frequently been associated with life satisfaction and overall well-
being…[and] connected to future involvement with tithing, church attendance, and participation 
in church activities” (Waters & Bortree, 2012a, p. 203). Thus, satisfaction, in conjunction with 
the rest of the organization–public relationship items, are pertinent to understand the strength and 
quality of the relationship between the congregant and the Church. To evaluate satisfaction, 
congregants indicated the degree to which they agree or disagree with statements like, “I am 
happy with Summit Church,” “most people like me are happy in their interactions with Summit 
Church,” and “most people enjoy dealing with Summit Church” (Hon & Grunig, 1999). A total 
of five items form the satisfaction variable in the relationship (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Cronbach’s 
alpha was computed for the satisfaction dimension within this composite scale and the 
satisfaction dimension was found to have internal consistency (=0.93, M = 5.89, SD = 1.30). 
Measuring Intra-Congregational Relationships. The last relationship examined in RQ1 
are covenantal intra-congregational relationships. Sendjaya’s (2005) covenantal relationship 
scale was utilized to examine covenantal relationships among congregants. This scale consists of 
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four questions, including “[name of congregant] accepts you for who you are, not who he or she 
wants you to be,” “[name of congregant] treats people as equal partners,” “[name of congregant] 
is willing to spend time to build a relationship with you,” and “[name of congregant] involves 
others in planning actions that need to be taken.” Respondents indicated their level of agreement 
to these four questions on a 1-7 Likert scale (1 = “strongly disagree,” 7 = “strongly agree”). Each 
of the four questions focus on key themes within covenantal relationships, including acceptance, 
equality, availability, and collaboration (Sendjaya, 2005). While covenantal relationships have 
not been measured via survey within the current study’s specific context (religious organization, 
religious publics, and a deity), the measures have been utilized in multiple studies that focus on 
servant leadership (Sendjaya & Pekerti, 2010; Sendjaya et al., 2008; Seto & Sarros, 2016).  
Importantly, these covenantal relationship questions were posed to respondents for each 
person they indicated they had a relationship with at Summit Church. Therefore, respondents 
could have strong covenantal relationships with all of their friends within Summit Church, only 
some of their friends, or none of them. Therefore, no scale was created to assess covenantal 
relationships since respondents answered questions regarding covenantal relationships for every 
discussion partner they listed. More information regarding how this study collected data 
regarding intra-congregational relationships is presented further in the methods section.  
To this point, the methods section has discussed the purposive sampling method, data 
collection process, and variables that are utilized to answer portions of RQ1 and RQ6-9 (i.e. 
congregant engagement, God–congregant relationships, etc.). Next, the methods section will 
discuss measures for religious capital (RQ8a) and spiritual capital (RQ8b) before turning to 
methods for analyzing survey data. Then, the methods section will discuss the final method 
utilized within this dissertation: egocentric network analysis. 
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Religious Capital. To answer RQ8, it is pertinent to measure religious and spiritual 
capital as separate concepts. To date, only a few studies have approached this. For instance, Holt 
et al. (2012) assessed religious and spiritual capital in African American communities; however, 
their assessment measured religious capital as a community function (e.g. “Most people in my 
religious/spiritual community can be trusted”) as opposed to an assessment of intrinsic 
religiosity, extrinsic religiosity, religious socialization, and purchasing behavior (Caputo, 2009; 
Park & Smith, 2000). Additionally, Holt et al. (20120) assessed spiritual capital as the 
dependence on God (e.g. “I expect to maintain my relationship with God for a long time”) as 
opposed to an assessment of spiritual socialization, purchasing behavior, and beliefs (Hatch, 
Burg, Naberhaus, & Hellmich 1998; Rima, 2013). While Holt et al.’s (2012) research adds to our 
collective understanding of capital, their approach does not align with the current study’s 
conceptualization of spiritual capital, or with the approach other scholars have utilized to assess 
spiritual capital.  
For the purpose of this research, religious capital was assessed by measuring the degree 
to which respondents are involved with, believe, display, and act on their Protestant religious 
beliefs. On the other hand, spiritual capital was assessed by measuring the degree to which 
respondents are involved with, believe, display, and act on spiritual beliefs outside of an 
organized religious movement and not related to their current denominational affiliation. For 
instance, one way to measure religious capital is to assess the extent to which congregants read 
the Bible, specifically, whereas one way to measure spiritual capital is to assess the extent to 
which congregants read the “The Art of Happiness” by Dalai Lama XIV. 
 To measure religious capital, the current study assessed intrinsic religiosity, extrinsic 
religiosity, and religious socialization ( = 0.82, M = 6.26, SD = 0.71). To measure intrinsic 
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religiosity, the current study utilized Hoge’s (1972) scale for intrinsic religiosity. Measures 
include, “my faith involves all of my life,” “in my life, I experience the presence of God,” and 
“although I believe in my religion, I feel there are many more important things in life” (Hoge, 
1972). This study utilized the ten measures from Hoge’s (1972) scale that had the highest 
validity and reliability out of the 30 measures Hoge proposed. The researcher added one 
measure, “my faith is not at all important in my life” to serve as a validity check. Three measures 
within the eleven to measure intrinsic religiosity were reverse coded, and respondents indicated 
their agreement with a 1-7 Likert scale (1 = “strongly disagree,” 7 = “strongly agree”) ( = 0.88, 
M = 6.44, SD = 0.78) (Hoge, 1972; Koenig & Büssing, 2010).  
Religious capital is more than just personal religious beliefs (Park & Smith, 2000). To 
assess extrinsic religiosity, the current study asked respondents how often they spend time in 
private religious activities, such as prayer, meditation, or Bible study (1-7 Likert scale, ranging 
from “rarely or never” (1) to “more than once a day” (7)) (Caputo, 2009; Koenig & Büssing, 
2010; Park & Smith, 2000). Additionally, to capture the full extent of a congregants religious 
capital, respondents’ religious socialization was examined. Religious socialization was measured 
by respondents’ indicating if they were raised in a religious household and the extent to which 
faith is important to their family now (Caputo, 2009; Park & Smith, 2000). Similar to the 
previous measures, religious socialization was assessed on a 1-7 Likert scale with 1 = “strongly 
disagree” and 7 = “strongly agree.” See Table 8 for descriptive results for each measure within 
the composite scale for religious and spiritual capital.  
 While it is critical to measure religious capital in order to answer RQ8a, religious capital 
is only one aspect of the phenomenon. Next, the methods section discusses the ways in which the 
current study assessed spiritual capital.  
 
 163 
Spiritual Capital. Spiritual capital is a critical component to RQ8b; however, the ways 
in which spiritual capital have been assessed in previous research varies widely. For instance, 
Holt et al. (2012) assessed spiritual capital as reliance and dependence on God, whereas Rima 
(2013) assessed spiritual capital as the degree to which an individual possesses and lives by 
spiritual values and uses those values, knowledge, and privilege to help others. Because the 
current study is also assessing religious capital, which has a streamlined approach to 
measurement across disciplines, the approach to studying spiritual capital needed to run parallel 
to the approach to studying religious capital, but also remain close to previous research. 
Therefore, spiritual capital was examined by measuring intrinsic spirituality, spiritual 
socialization, and spiritual knowledge. To date, few studies have assessed religious and spiritual 
capital within the same study, therefore this is a unique contribution to the literature. 
 The current study utilized eight measures to assess intrinsic spirituality, including 
measures from Hodge’s (2002) intrinsic spirituality scale. The scale for these questions vary 
widely. For instance, one item to measure intrinsic spirituality uses a 1-10 Likert scale where 1 = 
“of no importance to me” and 10 = “more important than anything else in my life” (Hodge, 
2002). On the other hand, another item uses a 1-10 Likert scale where 1 = “not part of my life” 
and 10 = “the master motive of my life, directing every other aspect of my life.” Within Hodge’s 
(2002) intrinsic spirituality scale, prompts include “growing spirituality…”, “spirituality is…”, 
and “when I am faced with an important decision, my spirituality…” Cronbach’s alpha was 
computed for the intrinsic spirituality scale and it was found to have internal consistency ( = 
0.98, M = 7.67, SD = 2.97). 
 Next, to match the depth of capital that is present within the religious capital scale, the 
researcher added the following categories to assess spiritual capital, including spiritual 
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socialization and extrinsic spirituality. Spiritual socialization was assessed by asking respondents 
to indicate how strongly they agree (7) or disagree (1) with the following statement, “my family 
of origin is spiritual, not religious.” Lastly, to assess extrinsic spirituality, the respondent 
indicated how frequently they “virtually or physically attend seminars, classes, or workshops to 
increase your spirituality and knowledge of spiritual beings.” This variable was measured with a 
1-7 Likert scale, with 1 being “rarely or never” and 7 being “three or more times per week.” 
Cronbach’s alpha was computed for this composite scale and it was found to have internal 
consistency ( = 0.94, M = 6.48, SD = 0.95). See Table 8 for the descriptive results for each 
measure within the religious and spiritual capital composite scale, as well as the results from the 





























Table 8.  
Descriptive Results for Religious and Spiritual Capital 
Variables Mean SD Median 
Religious capital composite scale 6.26 0.71 6.43 
Intrinsic religiosity 6.44 0.78 6.64 
   My faith involves all of my life. 6.54 0.93 7.00 
   One should seek God’s guidance when making every important decision. 6.77 0.80 7.00 
   In my life, I experience the presence of God. 6.29 1.18 7.00 
   My faith sometimes restricts my actions. 5.93 1.55 7.00 
   Nothing is as important to me as serving God as best I know how. 6.17 1.10 6.00 
   I try hard to carry my religion over into all my other dealings in life. 6.37 1.11 7.00 
   My religious beliefs are what really lie behind my whole approach to life. 6.49 0.98 7.00 
   It doesn’t matter so much what I believe as long as I lead a moral life. 6.52 1.26 7.00 
   Although I am a religious person, I refuse to let religious considerations influence 
my everyday affairs. 
6.46 1.32 7.00 
   Although I believe in my religion, I feel there are many more important things in 
life. 
6.49 1.28 7.00 
   My faith is not at all important in my life. 6.77 1.08 7.00 
Extrinsic religiosity    
How often do you spend time in private religious activities, such as prayer, 
meditation, or Bible study? 
5.77 1.09 6.00 
Religious socialization    
   I was raised in a religious household. 5.24 2.13 6.00 
   Faith is extremely important to my family now. 5.76 1.73 7.00 
Spiritual capital composite scale 6.48 2.40 7.38 
Intrinsic spirituality 7.67 2.97 8.83 
   In terms of the questions I have about life, my spirituality answers… 6.88 3.13 8.00 
   Growing spirituality… 7.76 3.05 9.00 
   When I am faced with an important decision, my spirituality… 7.66 3.15 9.00 
   Spirituality is… 7.72 3.05 9.00 
When I think of the things that help me to grow and mature as a person, my 
spirituality… 
7.95 3.15 9.00 
   My spiritual beliefs affect… 8.05 3.06 9.00 
Extrinsic spirituality    
I virtually or physically attend seminars, classes, or workshops to increase my 
spirituality and knowledge of spiritual beings. 
2.51 1.79 2.00 
Spiritual socialization    
   My family of origin is spiritual, not religious. 3.39 2.06 3.50 
Notes. The religious capital composite scale was assessed on a 1-7 Likert scale, with 1 = “strongly disagree” and 7 = 
“strongly agree.” The spiritual capital composite scale was assessed on a 1-10 Likert scale where 1 indicates no 
agreement and 10 indicates high agreement (Hodge, 2002). Cronbach’s alpha for the religious capital composite 
scale is .82, whereas Cronbach’s alpha for the spiritual capital composite scale is .94 (see Table 7 for a full list of 
Cronbach’s alpha values). 
 
 To this point, the methods section has discussed methods for measuring all traditional 
social science survey variables, including tier one, two, and three congregant engagement, God–
congregant relationships, Church–congregant relationships, religious capital, and spiritual 
capital. Before moving onto discussing the last method utilized in this dissertation it is necessary 
to discuss the data analysis approach for survey measures.  
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Analyzing Survey Data 
The researcher utilized multiple linear regressions to analyze and answer RQ8 and 9, and 
utilized descriptive statistics to answer RQ1. After confirming the internal reliability for the 
scales created for RQ1 and RQ5-9 (see Table 7), the researcher created composite variables for 
each scale. Then, to answer RQ1, the current study utilized descriptive statistics to report on the 
degree to which God–congregant relationships, Church–congregant relationships, and intra-
congregational covenantal relationships are perceived by respondents. To address RQ8 and 9, the 
researcher utilized ordinary least squares linear regression analyses (OLS) to examine the 
association between tier one and two engagement (independent variables) with religious capital 
(dependent variable, RQ8a), spiritual capital (dependent variable, RQ9a), God–congregant 
relationships (dependent variable, RQ9a), and the Church–congregant relationships (dependent 
variable, RQ9b). The researcher also utilized hierarchical logistic regression analyses for RQ8-9 
to examine the association between tier three engagement with religious capital, spiritual capital, 
God–congregant relationships, and Church–congregant relationships. The researcher utilized a 
hierarchical logistic regression as opposed to a OLS regression for measures within tier three 
engagement because the variables were measured on a 2-point dichotomous scale with 1 = “yes” 
and 0 = “no.” Multiple linear regressions were the most appropriate statistical analysis for 
answering RQ8 and RQ9. As a reminder, RQ8 and 9 seek to uncover the extent to which 
congregant engagement is associated with religious capital (RQ8a), spiritual capital (RQ8b), the 
perceived relationship with God (RQ9a) and the relationship with the Church (RQ9b). Therefore, 
a statistical test that allows for several explanatory variables (measures for tier one, two, and 
three of congregant engagement) to predict the outcome of a dependent variable was necessary. 
All statistical tests were conducted within R.  
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In addition to collecting traditional survey data to answer RQ1 and RQ8-9, the survey 
collected data that was necessary in order to conduct the ego network analysis that is required to 
answer RQ5-7. The next, and final portion within the methods section discusses the ego network 
analysis method, including the questions that were posed within the survey as well as data 
analysis procedures. 
Ego Network Analysis 
 To assess the overlap between religious discussion networks, core discussion networks, 
and the presence of intra-congregational ties within either network (RQ5), as well as the extent to 
which network structure (RQ6) and network composition (RQ7) are associated with congregant 
engagement, an egocentric network analysis was necessary. To conduct an ego network analysis, 
data was collected via the survey, specifically regarding discussion networks and intra-
congregational relationships.  
Ego Network Analysis Data Collection 
To identify individuals within congregants’ core discussion networks, religious 
discussion networks, and intra-congregational relationships, the current study utilized a name 
generator and name interpreter (Perry et al., 2018; Perry & Pescosolido, 2010, 2015; Schafer, 
2018). A name generator solicits alters within an ego’s network and the name interpreter solicits 
information about the relationship and alter within the network (Perry et al., 2018). To generate 
names for the different discussion and relationship networks, the survey prompted participants to 
identify with whom they discuss important matters in their life, with whom they discuss religious 
matters in their life, who talks to them about religious matters, and to whom they feel “close to” 
from within Summit Church, specifically (Merino, 2013; Perry & Pescosolido, 2010; Schafer, 
2018; Schafer & Upenieks, 2017). Respondents were able to list the same people for the four 
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different networks, or list different people for each network. To maintain privacy, the researcher 
asked respondents to only list an alter’s first name.  
After identifying the alters within each network, the respondent was prompted to provide 
information about the alters (i.e. name interpreter), including their relational role (i.e. mother, 
friend, pastor, etc.), age, gender, race, religious affiliation, educational history, congregational 
affiliation, leadership role within the Church or congregation, frequency of interaction, and the 
extent to which alters within different discussion networks know one another (Merino, 2013; 
Perry et al., 2018; Schafer, 2018). This approach is modeled after ego network studies 
investigating health, core discussion networks, and religious discussion networks (Merino, 2013; 
Perry & Pescosolido, 2010, 2015; Schafer, 2018; Schafer & Upenieks, 2017). The data collected 
through the name generator and name interpreter was utilized to answer RQ5-7. Lastly, the 
survey also asked respondents to indicate the alter’s marital status and parenthood status (Schafer 
& Upenieks, 2017). While marital and parenthood status may seem unrelated, research suggests 
these characteristics can shape religious personal networks; thus, they’re necessary to assess 
network composition (Schafer & Upenieks, 2017).  
To assess network structure (RQ6) the current study measured degree, density, and 
efficiency (Burt, 1992; Everett & Borgatti, 2005; Perry et al., 2018). Degree is a measure to 
assess the size of the network (Burt, 1992; Perry et al., 2018). Density is utilized to measure the 
degree of connectedness within an ego’s network among alters (Perry et al., 2018). Lastly, 
efficiency “is based on the calculation of effective size… greater efficiency indicates that actors 
take positions where there are greater structural holes” (Burt, 1992; Lee & Kim, 2011, p. 213). In 
other words, efficiency measures the extent to which new or redundant information flows 
through the network (Burt, 1992). 
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Measuring degree, efficiency, and density are critical when examining ego network 
structure because these measures highlight the availability of support within an ego’s network, 
and the ability for an ego or alter to act as a conduit for resources, mediation, or information 
(Perry et al., 2018). Several studies have examined network structure through the use of degree, 
density, and efficiency measures (Perry et al., 2018; Lee & Kim, 2011; Zhang, Chen, Yam, & 
Guan, 2016). 
On the other hand, network composition can be thought of as a way to assess the degree 
to which the ego’s network can exert influence (RQ7). To assess network composition, the 
current study utilized measures focused on alter attributes, like gender, age, race, congregational 
affiliation, faith affiliation, and the like (Perry et al., 2018). More specifically, composition was 
“examined by counting the number of alters that possess a given trait,” including the number of 
alters who are married and are also parents (Perry et al., 2018, p. 165).  
The last portion of the Methods section focuses on the data analysis process for ego 
network data. The next section discusses the statistical methods that are used to answer RQ5-7. 
Analyzing Network Data 
The researcher took two approaches to analyzing network data. First, RQ5 focuses on 
functional specificity and the degree to which discussion networks are formed or activated for 
specific topics. To answer RQ5, the researcher utilized descriptive statistics to identify the 
degree of overlap between religious discussion networks and core discussion networks, as well 
as the presence of intra-congregational ties within each network (Perry & Pescosolido, 2010).  
Second, to address RQ7 and RQ8, the researcher utilized ordinary least squares linear 
regression analyses (OLS) (tier one and two engagement) and hierarchical logistic regressions 
(tier three engagement) to relate network structure (RQ7) and composition (RQ8) to congregant 
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engagement. The researcher utilized a hierarchical logistic regression as opposed to a OLS 
regression for measures within tier three engagement because the variables were measured on a 
2-point dichotomous scale with 1 = “yes” and 0 = “no.” 
To run the analyses, the researcher included a set of control variables, including gender, 
race, age, education, and faith affiliation against each tier of congregant engagement. This data 
analysis method has been utilized in previous ego network analysis studies comparing the impact 
of an independent variable (i.e. network structure and network composition) on a dependent 
variable (i.e. measures within each tier of congregant engagement) (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; 
Cummings & Cross, 2003; Grosser, Lopez-Kidwell, & Libianca, 2010; Haines, Hurlbert & 
Beggs, 1996; Perry & Pescosolido, 2010, 2015). 
To this point, the methods section has discussed each of the methods this dissertation 
utilized to answer RQ1-9. Next, this study will review results from phase one of the dissertation 





CHAPTER FOUR: PHASE 1 RESULTS 
The current study aims to contribute to public relations theory on religious 
communication by more fully understanding the engagement that occurs between and among a 
megachurch and its congregants. Nine research questions are separated into two phases and two 
empirical chapters to examine congregant engagement. Phase one makes two specific 
contributions to the field’s theory building by (1) examining a new model of public relations, 
which emphasizes relational engagement and (2) assessing the extent to which one megachurch 
utilizes devotional-promotional communication campaigns. The focus within the first empirical 
chapter is primarily on megachurches, as well as tiers one (i.e. awareness) and two (i.e. 
relationships) of engagement. The next empirical chapter includes results from phase two and 
will focus on congregants. 
The results from phase one presented here will first tell the story of megachurches’ public 
relations goals, efforts, and materials and then concentrate on congregants’ relationships and the 
perceived effectiveness of megachurches’ public relations efforts. Thus, in order to examine and 
understand congregant engagement, we first turn to megachurches themselves. 
Assessing the Networked Model with Megachurches in the U.S. 
The current study first examined congregant engagement “widely” by assessing the goals 
of multiple megachurches’ public relations campaigns, initiatives, and events. A total of 28 
interviews were conducted with megachurch communication employees to answer the following 
two research questions: (a) To what extent do megachurches employ the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model? (b) To what extent do megachurches utilize devotional-
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promotional communication campaigns to encourage new or strengthen existing intra-
congregational relationships that are present within the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model?  
Interview data support previous inquiries into the devotional-promotional communication 
model and devotional-promotional communication campaigns (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006). Indeed, similar to Hindu faith communities and the Catholic Church, 
megachurches aim to encourage relationships between the congregant and God, the congregant 
and the Church, and clergy and God (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). The 
interview data also reveal that megachurches aim to encourage relationships among congregants 
(Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). Whereas previous research 
argued that intra-congregational relationships are a goal for megachurches, no study offered 
empirical data from megachurch communication professionals or megachurch communication 
materials. These prior works relied on researchers’ observations.  
The interviews with communication professionals from megachurches suggest that 
megachurches aim to encourage the development and deepening of target relationships by 
utilizing devotional-promotional communication campaigns. Indeed, this is similar to findings 
from prior studies of Hindu communities and the Catholic Church (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson 
& Venkateswaran, 2006). Like religious organizations studied in previous works, this study 
found that megachurches use devotional campaigns to elicit devotion and allegiance towards the 
three target relationships previous researchers identified: the Church, God, and the “body of the 
Church” (i.e. other congregants). However, results from the current study reveal unique insights 
regarding the networked model and use of devotional campaigns by Protestant organizations.   
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Megachurches’ enactment of devotional campaigns are more unique than theorized in the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model. First, interview data reveal a hierarchy in 
relationship importance, with the relationship between the congregant and God being the most 
foundational out of all target relationships in the networked model. Second, data reveal two 
distinct relationships formed between congregants and the Church: one with the megachurch as 
an organization (i.e. Church) and one with the celebrity senior pastor (i.e. clergy). Lastly, 
participants revealed a sixth relationship megachurches prioritize: the relationship between the 
Church and community. These findings further previous research and are a result of the 
comprehensive approach taken to assessing relationships. The next section presents results for 
both research questions and situates these findings with prior works.  
Megachurches Aim to Employ the Networked Engagement Model 
The interviews uncovered evidence that the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model is a goal for the majority of the communication employees from 
megachurches who were interviewed. When asked to describe one to two events, promotions, 
initiatives, or campaigns their megachurch executed, participants revealed that they aim to 
encourage all four of the target relationships within the networked model, including relationships 
between God and congregants, between the Church and congregants, between clergy and God, 
and among congregants. Participants described multiple aspects of the public relations programs 
they discussed, including the brainstorming process, dissemination, and the evaluation strategy 
of the program. The approaches used to elicit these responses allowed the researcher to pose 
specific questions about individual programs and open-ended questions about types of programs, 
like “giving campaigns,” employee-only retreats, women’s conferences, and more.  
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The next several sections discuss the findings for each target relationship within the 
networked engagement model. Each section will report findings from interviews with 
megachurch communication professionals, connect the current study’s findings to previous 
literature, and discuss findings that were revealed during the data analysis process that further 
our current understanding of public relations at religious organizations. First, we turn to the 
relationship between God and congregants.  
Target Relationship One: The Relationship Between God and Congregants. The 
relationship between God and congregants, as indicated by the communication staff at 
megachurches, is an important relationship and arguably the most important one in the context of 
megachurch strategic communication efforts. According to participants, establishing and then 
deepening this relationship is the primary goal of the megachurch and their communication 
materials. The God–congregant relationship virtually acts as the foundation for other 
relationships present within the networked engagement model. They reason that only after the 
congregant establishes a relationship with God will the congregant have interest in pursuing or 
need to pursue a relationship with the Church and other congregants. While there are exceptions 
to this, data suggest that participants view the relationship between God and congregants as a 
critical and unavoidable step in the congregants’ faith journey.6 
The notion that the relationship between God and a congregant is the foundation, or most 
important relationship within the networked model, is unique when juxtaposed to prior studies. 
Previous researchers did not describe a hierarchy in relationships present within the devotional-
promotional communication model, whereas this study reveals that the relationship between God 
 
6 For instance, an intra-congregational relationship can come first and act as an influential force towards a relationship between 
the congregant and God. However, participants posit that the relationship with God should come first and take priority over intra-
congregational relationships and the relationship between a congregant and the Church. 
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and congregants takes priority over all others (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006). While hierarchy in categorizing publics is not novel in public relations scholarship (i.e. 
primary publics, secondary publics, tertiary publics), the idea that a God–congregant relationship 
is viewed as the “primary relationship” that an organization is trying to cultivate is unique to the 
public relations literature.  
The elevated status of the God–congregant relationship is worthy of discussion because 
the God–congregant relationship does not include the organization and because it is described as 
the principal relationship the organization is trying to cultivate, promote, and encourage through 
public relations materials. Unlike corporate public relations, the most important relationship for 
religious organizations is one that does not include them. Indeed, this supports the view within 
public relations literature that the organization is not at the center of public relations, rather 
stakeholders should be the center. Or, more abstractly, the issues that bring stakeholders and 
organizations together are at the center of public relations (cf. Saffer, 2018, 2019).  
Megachurches aim to encourage the relationship between a congregant and God in many 
ways. For example, megachurches post clips of sermons on social networking sites, create glossy 
magazines with Bible passages and teachings, create videos to promote Bible studies, publish 
email newsletters, create microsites, disseminate podcasts, and utilize many more methods of 
traditional and new media in order to first cultivate the relationship between God and a 
congregant, and then strengthen this target relationship. Evidence of the importance of the God–
congregant relationship is visible in nearly every description of events, initiatives, and campaign, 
which the results section discusses next. However, the importance of this relationship is most 




Take for instance what Amy Kavanaugh, Director of Operations within Summit Church’s 
communication team, shared about her team’s information motto. The mantra of this group is, 
“the Gospel is the most important story in the world and we help to tell it.” Similarly, Caryn 
James, Communication Director at Kensington Church, described their mission as “to see 
everyone transformed and mobilized by Jesus. Our goal is really to see people come to know 
Jesus as He knows them, to know Him, and then to not just live in that but over time, take that 
and do something with it.” Participants use their informal mottos and formal team mission 
statements to focus, justify, and energize the public relations materials for each event, initiative, 
and campaign. Amy said that when the communication team is feeling exhausted from the 
demands of the job, they encourage one another by reminding their team, the significance of 
their work: they are encouraging others to develop and deepen a relationship with God.  
Participants regularly described how their work has deeper meaning and an eternal 
impact. As opposed to designing a flyer for summer camp for the organization to make money, 
or editing a video to increase video views, they are helping to tell the story of God’s love, Jesus’ 
sacrifice, and the joy that comes with belief in the Gospel. Furthermore, evidence of the 
importance of the God–congregant relationship is also present in congregant-facing 
communication materials. 
Megachurches encourage congregants to cultivate and strengthen a relationship with God 
in multiple ways using various types of new media, such as social networking sites, email 
newsletters, microsites, podcasts, and video streaming platforms. Mary Taylor, the Social Media 
Content Strategist at Elevation Church, suggested that 80% of Elevation Church’s 
“communications team” consist of individuals whose job role is dedicated to social media 
content creation and strategy. This supports previous studies’ findings that this specific type of 
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religious organization is generally considered on the cutting edge of digital media use and 
strategy in order to disseminate their beliefs. According to Klaver (2015), “key features of 
megachurch networks are… the integration of the latest digital media technologies in their 
religious practices and organizational structures” (p. 423). These results support previous 
research, as participants expressed many ways they utilize new media to encourage the 
relationship between God and a congregant.  
Chris Mefford, the Chief Marketing Officer at Rock Church, described a dynamic digital 
strategy aimed at cultivating and strengthening the relationship between a congregant and God. 
One prime example of this is Rock Church’s digital salvation program. To clarify, salvation is a 
term that refers to the “saving” of a person from death and eternal separation from God. 
Becoming “saved,” or converted to Christianity, occurs when a person believes that Jesus Christ, 
God’s son, took ownership and punishment of their sin, died as a result of that punishment, was 
resurrected, and now as a result of Jesus’ actions, the individual can spend eternity in Heaven 
with God and Jesus.   
Rock Church’s digital salvation program consists of spending $200,000 per year on 
advertising a message about salvation on social networking sites, such as Facebook. The 
message can be a text-based message with an image, or a custom video featuring a Christian 
celebrity, like Drew Brees, or the Church’s pastor. After the individual reads or views the 
message, if they are interested in pursuing conversion to Christianity, the individual then clicks 
on a URL where they are promised information on a “First Mile Program” if they input their 
email address. The First Mile Program includes educational videos about what to do after an 
individual is saved (e.g. “An introduction to life with Jesus”). Rock Church uses custom videos 
within The First Mile Program to introduce and educate new believers about reading the Bible, 
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praying to God, and attending a Church. Through each video, viewers are encouraged to develop 
intimacy with God and join a church to deepen the newly established God–congregant 
relationship they entered into. According to Mefford, the digital salvation program resulted in 
500,000 souls saved in 2017 across the globe, in countries like the United States, Kenya, and the 
Philippines.7 Mefford elaborated on the cost per salvation further: 
We translate some of those [videos] into the native tongues of the countries that we're 
going into, so that we can do it and I don't want to get too kind of blasé about this, 
because a lot of people get offended when I throw this out, but I'm a marketer and we're 
talking about marketing. I can get a salvation for 45 cents. You give me 45 cents, I can 
get someone saved around the world. I've done it for a year now and I've got it down to 
40 [cents]. Started [at] $1.25 or $1.30 and it's down to 45 cents. If you want to give me 45 
cents, I can change the world. If you want to give me $4,500, I can get, you know, 
450,000 people saved. 
 
Rock Church’s digital salvation program consists of multiple opportunities to encourage and help 
unbelievers develop a relationship with God. Some of them, like the $200,000 advertising 
campaign, completely remove the influence and action of other believers.  
For instance, a non-believer of the Christian faith can never come in contact with anyone 
from Rock Church and still convert to Christianity, thus develop a relationship with God with the 
help of their video advertisements and First Mile Program. On the other hand, Rock Church’s 
digital salvation program also includes a text-message-based initiative where a current believer 
has to share a non-believers phone number with Rock Church. Then Rock Church sends the non-
believer a text message that includes a URL that leads to a video. After clicking on the URL, a 
video appears that features Rock Church’s lead pastor discussing how the unbeliever can 
“develop a relationship with Jesus Christ.” The four-minute video heavily emphasis the God–
congregant relationship to the non-believer. The video also clarifies that the God–congregant 
 
7 Calculated by Mefford based on the number of people who input their email address to receive the “First Mile 
Program” educational information. 
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relationship can be strengthened by attending Church, reading the Bible, and worshipping, but 
establishing that relationship is necessary through belief in God’s salvation plan through Jesus 
Christ. 
 The digital salvation program at Rock Church is one of many examples that illustrate the 
ways in which megachurches encourage a new or strengthen existing relationship between God 
and congregants. Additionally, the digital salvation program also reveals the high value of the 
God–congregant relationship when compared to others present within the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model. These results and examples provide evidence for the 
prioritization of just one target relationship out of four present within the networked engagement 
model. Before moving on to examining how megachurches encourage the formation of these 
target relationships, the success of megachurch’s efforts, and what the potential impacts are, it is 
necessary to review the rest of the relationships within the networked model and fully answer the 
research question. To this point, data reveal the God–congregant relationship is critical to 
megachurches, thus cultivating this relationship is likely imperative for higher tiers of 
congregant engagement.   
Once they have established, or attempted to establish, a relationship with God, 
megachurches transition their focus to encouraging a relationship between the congregant and 
Church and among congregants. The next section discusses results pertaining to the relationship 
a congregant experiences with the Church.  
Target Relationship Two: The Relationship Between the Church and Congregants. 
A key relationship within the networked engagement model is the relationship between the 
Church and congregants (see Figure 3). Such relationship mirrors that of organization–public 
relationships (OPR) that is well-established in public relations research (Hon & Grunig, 1999; 
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Men & Tsai, 2015). However, previous research on Tilson’s devotional-promotional 
communication model focused on clergy, not “the Church” as an organization (Tilson & Chao, 
2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006).  
Importantly, this portion of the current study examined the extent to which megachurches 
encourage a relationship between congregants and clergy (i.e. megachurch pastors) and between 
congregants and the Church (i.e. the organization) to resolve this discrepancy between the focus 
on the clergy rather than the Church. While some would argue that megachurches and their 
pastors are one in the same (Klett, 2018; Thumma & Travis, 2007), results from interviews 
suggest megachurches utilize different methods for encouraging a relationship with the Church 
when compared to encouraging a relationship with clergy. The next two sections discuss the 
extent to which megachurches encourage a relationship between congregants and the Church, as 
well as congregants and clergy, and the implications this has for addressing the research 
questions. 
The Relationship Between Congregants and the Church. Megachurches foster 
organization–public relationships using relationship cultivation and maintenance strategies like 
openness, assurances, social networking, and sharing tasks. Previous research on non-profit 
organizations and donors document the same strategies (Waters, 2008, 2011; Waters & Lord, 
2009; Wiggill, 2014). While participants did not explicitly discuss the need for organization–
public relationships for the health and continued operations of their organization, the underlying 
logic for cultivating this relationship was vibrantly present. Megachurches need to establish 
organization–public relationships with congregants in order to continue growing their flock and 
to secure monetary donations to the megachurch. While monetary donations (i.e. tithing 10% of 
monthly income) are a God-ordered recommendation in the Bible, congregants are able to freely 
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take their donation to any church or faith-based non-profit organization. Indeed, God did not 
recommend all congregants to tithe to their local church or megachurch. Thus, megachurches 
need to develop organization–public relationships in order to secure donations from their 
congregants.  
Megachurches practice traditional organization–public relations cultivation and 
maintenance strategies like openness, assurances, social networking, sharing of tasks, and 
providing access through traditional means and methods. For instance, Summit Church practices 
transparency around church finances, donations, and management of the funds with congregants 
multiple times per year. Curtis Andrusko, current Programming Director and former 
Communication Pastor at Summit Church, described their yearly donation campaign and 
commitment to transparency in finances: 
Jesus talked about money more than anything else actually in the New Testament, so we 
don't what to be a church that's shy about that, but also recognizing that it's a touchy 
subject. So, we've chosen pretty much every fall, we're going to have a sermon series 
around finances… We also have a pastor of stewardship and generosity... So [he] is 
always thinking through these things. [He] is thinking more from the side of very 
particulars and when are we going to do this commitment night, and how can we talk 
about this and prep people during prayer nights, and what are we saying from the stage 
on the weekends, and what are we putting on the website. And he sends out, from a 
financial aspect, a quarterly update on where the church is and how we're doing… 
There’s going to be print pieces, we're going to do story videos, we'll have a portion of 
our website we'll do written stories. There has to be a giving platform obviously, many 
different handouts. 
 
In addition to remaining open and transparent, megachurches cultivate and maintain 
organization–public relationships by employing several pastors, paid church leaders, and 
volunteer leaders (e.g. small group leaders) to discuss congregants’ issues and questions with the 
faith, themselves, and the church. For instance, in addition to employing anywhere from 15 to 60 
campus pastors, student pastors, executive pastors, communication pastors, spiritual formation 
pastors, small group pastors, pastors of stewardship and generosity, production pastors, and 
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more, megachurches also employ directors at each of these levels, and thousands of volunteers. 
Thus, anytime a congregant has a problem, question, or complaint, there are multiple levels of 
leaders, both on the organization side and spiritual side, that the megachurch can utilize in order 
to cultivate and maintain organization–public relationships.   
Aside from more traditional organization–public relationship maintenance techniques, 
data reveal megachurches also rely on two additional practices to encourage the formation of 
organization–public relationships and maintain the perception of dialogue between the 
organization and congregants. First, megachurches constantly communicate the goals, worth, and 
value of the church in order to encourage the formation of this target relationship. 
Communicating the church’s value, goals, and worth is one method megachurches utilize to 
position themselves as an authority, as worthy of an organization–public relationship, and as 
worthy of congregant trust. To do this, megachurches utilize traditional and new media to 
promote “success stories” of congregants through testimonies. Data reveal that megachurches 
utilize testimonies to communicate to congregants how rewarding it is to be a contributing and 
engaged member of the megachurch.  
For instance, George Thomas, Senior Writer/Editor at Gateway Church, described how 
Gateway Church publishes an 80-page glossy magazine once a quarter. The magazine features 
testimonies and stories about how Gateway Church has positively impacted congregants in order 
to remind congregants of the value Gateway Church specifically brings to congregants’ lives: 
In the magazine we have stories of people that attend Gateway [Church], testimonies of 
things that have happened to them. Testimonies of them coming to a specific Gateway 
[Church] event, a service, and how it changed their life. In that magazine there is a list of 
upcoming events and some [advertisements] for our big events. 
 
Mary from Elevation Church described a similar approach. According to Mary, Elevation 
Church strategically publishes highly interactive testimonials on social networking sites like 
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Facebook and Instagram to remind congregants of the Church’s value and worth, and to appeal 
to as many congregants as they can:  
We also try to be strategic… especially when we're sharing testimonial stories on people's 
experience teaching and in [online small groups], and how God has worked in their lives 
through the Church or just worked in their lives in general. We really pay attention to 
what stories seem to resonate really well with our audience and try to figure out what 
common themes are within those [testimonials], as well to help people and be able to 
share more things. Because when people are engaging with a story, whether they're 
commenting and saying, "This is incredible," or something else, there's some part of 
themselves that they're seeing in that story.  
 
By strategically utilizing congregant testimonies, megachurches aim to show all congregants the 
spiritual, physical, or financial value megachurches, and the belief-system the megachurch 
promotes, bring to congregants’ lives, thus encouraging the development and desire for an 
organization–public relationship. 
The second method megachurches rely on to develop and maintain organization–public 
relationships is through interaction on social networking sites, like Facebook, Twitter, and 
YouTube. The strategy comprises of responding to hundreds, and often thousands, of comments 
left by online sermon viewers and digital congregants. The comments can range from prayer 
requests, updates about answered prayers, questions about the sermon, Christianity or the Bible, 
or stories about personal struggles with health, wealth, family members, or faith. To ensure the 
congregants feel seen and heard while discussing some of their most intimate struggles on a 
public platform, megachurch pastors and trained volunteers respond to the comments from the 
megachurches official account.  
For example, Jay Kranda, online pastor at Saddleback Church, described that he has 
roughly 150 volunteers assisting him with the online campus ministry. Jay, volunteers, and other 
employed social media managers respond to hundreds of comments left on Saddleback Church’s 
social networking sites. These responses can consist of a quick acknowledgement of the 
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comment or an in-depth response. Saddleback Church has responded to multiple comments that 
include an outpouring of love and appreciation for their senior pastor by stating “Thank you 
[name] for joining us,” and has responded to a prayer request published on their Facebook post 
with the following: 
Praying for revival in your Church. And that God will open door of strategy that will 
become a pathway that your place will know Jesus. Let the Glory of God make known 
through your lives in Jesus name! (February 18, 2020) 
 
While these comments and responses do not amount to true dialogic engagement that public 
relations scholars recommend (cf. Taylor & Kent, 2014), this tier one engagement is one of many 
ways that megachurches cultivate and maintain organization–public relationships with their 
congregants. This strategy was discussed by multiple participants, many of whom have the titles 
of “social media strategist” or “online pastor.” For example, Emily Arceneaux, a YouTube and 
Podcast Strategist at Elevation Church, described that Elevation Church strategically publishes 
content that results in more comments, shares, and likes from followers and fans so that the 
organization can interact with congregants more frequently: 
We started being like, "Yes, people are engaging, people want this kind of content." And 
we're like, "Okay, so how do we take it further?" Because we're not just going to put 
[social media content] up there and leave it. And, so, it has started to be a really big focus 
of us, and how do we engage with all of these people? We actually have a team set up 
that, there's one person on staff that manages different teams of volunteers that will 
respond to comments left on all of our YouTube videos. We have, right now it's within a 
day. So, it's not immediate, and there are a lot of comments, but we do want people to 
know, even if it's just liking a comment, it's just letting people know, "Hey, we saw you. 
Thank you for taking the time to comment." Because a video, like an average sermon 
probably gets over 200,000 views in a week and there are 1,600 comments. So, people 
consume it without leaving anything, and so we really want to take the time… to let them 
know that we see what you're doing, we appreciate you. 
 
Importantly, instead of signing off with the volunteer’s name, initials, or having the comment 
come from the volunteer’s personal social networking account, the comments are from the 
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megachurch’s account. Thus, the focus is on interacting with the organization, as opposed to the 
online pastor, social media manager, or volunteer.   
Similar to non-faith-based non-profit organizations, participants describe that 
megachurches utilize strategies of persuasion, including credibility of character, direct 
communication, repetition and more to cultivate organization–public relationships with 
congregants in order to secure donations and grow their flock (Smitko, 2012). However, 
megachurches implement these strategies in ways that are unique to religious organizations.  
One example is how megachurches establish credibility. For instance, a megachurch’s 
character is bolstered by discussing the numerous missionaries they support with donated money. 
Megachurches communicate their value to the organization–public relationship, and credibility 
as a religious organization, by showing congregants how beneficial other congregants have 
found their megachurch, and they practice direct and open communication by remaining 
transparent about donations, costs of maintaining the church, and plans for future funds.  
Indeed, interview data reveal a variety of ways, both standard and unique, that 
megachurches utilize to encourage organization–public relationships. Next, the section discusses 
megachurches’ attempts to cultivate a relationship between congregants and clergy.   
The Relationship Between Congregants and Clergy. Tilson argued that the relationship 
between congregants and clergy is essential in the devotional-promotional communication model 
because clergy play an elemental role in helping to bring the model to fruition (Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006). According to this understanding of the congregant–clergy relationship, 
clergy plan and execute devotional-promotional communication campaigns and clergy are 
largely responsible for the God–congregant relationship and the clergy–congregant relationship. 
Despite the burden and responsibility on clergy’s shoulders for the formation of these 
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relationships, Tilson’s research focused on the extent to which clergy utilize devotional-
promotional communication campaigns, and less on how clergy maintains covenantal 
relationships with congregants (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Therefore, the current study is one of the first to examine the clergy–congregant relationship 
specifically. Results from interviews with the megachurch communication employees suggest 
the clergy–congregant relationship is cultivated as a result of trying to maintain the profile and 
authority of the pastor. Additionally, a unique outcome to this strategy is the development of 
intra-congregational relationships and God–congregant relationships.  
First and foremost, interview data reveal megachurches strive to cultivate a one-way 
para-social clergy–congregant relationship with the senior megachurch pastor. The senior 
megachurch pastor is the celebrity pastor who authors books, creates podcasts, has thousands of 
followers independent from the megachurch, and is generally seen as the face of the megachurch 
(Klett, 2018; Thumma & Travis, 2017). While data reveal the megachurch and pastors 
themselves take steps to practice the covenantal approach to public relations and develop 
covenantal relationship with congregants, it solely consist of one-way communication with the 
goal of maintaining and elevating the visibility and influence of the pastor.  
Indeed, a megachurch pastor cannot realistically form interpersonal relationships with 
each of the thousands, and sometimes millions, of congregants. Instead, megachurches utilize 
public relations materials and initiatives to encourage a one-way para-social clergy–congregant 
relationship because two-way communication or a true interpersonal relationship is not 
physically possible. The interview data point to these para-social relationships as the means for 
exposing congregants to the senior pastor on as many channels and as frequently as possible.  
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An exemplar of megachurches fostering a para-social relationship is the production, 
publicity efforts, and promotion of the senior pastors teachings. Pastors preach weekly sermons, 
release weekly podcast episodes, publish weekly blog posts on their websites. Some of these 
materials have a consistent theme which corresponds to sermon content, while some discuss 
differing topics on each platform. Then, social media managers update both the megachurch’s 
social networking sites and the pastor’s public-facing social networking sites with video clips 
from the sermons as well as URLs to the pastor’s podcast and blog. Congregants can consume 
this content on multiple platforms. The goal is to position the senior pastor in front of 
congregants so frequently that congregants feel that they know the pastor on a personal level and 
innately trust the pastor.  
Emily from Elevation Church elaborated on their content strategy, specifically how the 
organization showcases Pastor Steven Furtick and the breadth of his work as often as possible: 
Pastor Steven’s [YouTube channel] is more of a place for us to put any and everything 
Pastor Steven has preached. It includes not just sermons, but also any leadership 
teachings he's done, any leadership conferences he's spoken at… His channel was created 
to… I guess to help people see Pastor as not just a Pastor but also kind of a leader in 
leadership and a leader in kind of, leading us in developing more people… disciples. 
 
This approach is consistent among participants in this study, like Stacy Burnett, the 
Communications Director for Pastor Robert Morris Ministries at Gateway Church. Stacy 
described a similar strategy to the one Emily described for cultivating para-social clergy–
congregant relationships and maintaining the visibility and authority of the pastor: 
It's really important to [Pastor Robert Morris] to have that connection with people, 
because he really does love people. One of our mottos at our church is we're all about 
people. Back in the day, where you had your small little town church, the pastor would 
preach and you could go to the back door and shake a hand. With six campuses, [Pastor 
Robert] is on TV, he's on the internet, he doesn't preach every service, he does video 
messages. He doesn't have that same personal connection, and so [social media] allows 
him to be able to share a picture of his family or share inspiration of what he's going 
through… It feels like it's a personal connection between him and both the church 
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congregation and the global church, because there's so many people that watch him on 
TV, and so many people that follow him on the internet and watch the messages… He 
doesn't do a ton of commenting… but he tries to just address things within his posts and 
talk to people [through original posts] rather than [responding to] each comment. 
 
Fostering a one-way para-social clergy–congregant relationship with the senior pastor goes 
against current recommendations for the practice of public relations (Taylor & Kent, 2014). 
However, megachurch pastors have thousands of congregants in their megachurches and millions 
of followers online. Furthermore, while this approach appears to reward the megachurch pastor 
because the pastor maintains heightened prominence and influence as a result of this strategy, 
participants suggest this strategy benefits congregants as well. Indeed, data reveal that 
participants posit the one-way para-social clergy–congregant relationship serves as a guide to 
intra-congregational relationships and God–congregant relationships. 
 Data suggest that a by-product of megachurch’s clergy–congregant relationship 
cultivation strategy is a God–congregant relationship and intra-congregational relationships. To 
clarify, intra-congregational relationships are discussed further in the results section. However, it 
is important to note within the current section that as megachurches publish more sermons, 
podcast episodes, blog posts, and book chapter excerpts that the megachurch pastor creates, the 
more a congregant consumes information about God, Jesus, and the Christian faith. Participants 
suggest a relationship between consumption of the resources and the God–congregant 
relationship, namely, that higher consumption leads to deeper God–congregant relationships. 
Additionally, congregants regularly leave comments on social networking sites about these 




Emily from Elevation Church elaborated on how intra-congregational relationships and a 
God–congregant relationship can occur as a result of publishing sermons, videos, and text from 
Pastor Steven Furtick on YouTube: 
If [a commenter] says, "hey, I don't believe this, I don't think this is real" we do have a 
bunch of… people respond to negative comments in a way that's like, "hey, I see what 
you're saying, but I don't believe my God [would do this or that]." For example, we put 
up a clip on Pastor Steven's channel and it was a new kind of content we were trying, it's 
more of a motivational piece with a track in the background. We had just a couple 
comments where people didn't like the track; they said they couldn't hear him talking, 
they couldn't hear what he was saying. And then we had a couple people that felt very 
strongly that they liked the track and all that, so that started another conversation where 
they were commenting back and forth. For the most part, we do have a pretty engaged 
community on YouTube and people are commenting back and forth if someone leaves 
something negative or if someone asks a question, or if someone asks for prayers. We 
have a pretty engaged audience that will comment back, and that's outside of our 
volunteers or staff. And that's been great to see as well. 
 
Data reveal intra-congregational relationships and God–congregant relationships are believed to 
be an outcome of consistently releasing content associated with God, Jesus, and the Bible, and of 
releasing content on sites that favor easy-to-follow comment threads. Overall, data reveal 
megachurches promote their senior pastors within new and traditional media in order to make 
their senior pastors more visible to congregants, maintain the pastor’s authority, and to cultivate 
one-way para-social clergy–congregant relationships.   
To this point, the results have presented evidence regarding the relationship between God 
and a congregant and between the Church and a congregant. The next section turns to the final 
relationship present within Tilson’s devotional-promotional communication model, and the third 
target relationship present within the proposed networked engagement model: the relationship 
between God and clergy.   
Target Relationship Three: The Relationship Between God and Clergy. Usually, the 
relationship between God and clergy (i.e. megachurch pastors and employees) is viewed as 
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essential to ensure the church’s theology and policies align with the Bible (Tilson, 2006). 
However, interview data revealed this relationship is not viewed as critical for megachurches as 
other relationships within the networked engagement model. This view of the God–clergy 
relationship is due to megachurches hiring and employment policies. Megachurches like 
Gateway Church, Summit Church, and more require all employees to be congregants within the 
church, therefore, there is no dedicated emphasis on the clergy–God relationship because clergy 
are congregants. In other words, clergy are creators of public relations campaigns, events, and 
initiatives, and they are consumers of the programs they create.  
Despite viewing clergy as congregants, thus not prioritizing the God–clergy relationship 
as highly as other relationships within the networked model, participants revealed unique 
engagement and relationship-building practices with members of their staff. Interview data 
suggest distinct methods for cultivating and strengthening the relationship between God and 
clergy, including providing employees with access to relationship building activities before the 
campaign or initiative is released to all congregants. Participants revealed that this first-access 
occurs for two reasons. First, clergy view public relations programs before other congregants to 
test the feasibility of the campaign, activity, or initiative (e.g. “work out the kinks”). Second, this 
practice enables communication employees the opportunity to test the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the program.  
Curtis at Summit Church described several instances of the Church giving employees 
first access to public relations programs. One example of this occurred during a new tithing 
program. Curtis described that Summit Church planned to launch a “Multiply” public relations 
campaign aimed at encouraging congregants to either start tithing or increase the amount they 
currently tithe. Before launching the Multiply microsite, custom videos, handouts, and program 
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to congregants, Summit Church tested the materials and program with employees. When 
describing this process, Curtis explained that Summit Church expected every staff member to 
participate in the Multiply program and give God their “first and best.” To participate in 
Multiply, employees identify a certain amount of money they could donate for two years, inform 
Summit Church of the amount, and then remain accountable to giving that amount of money to 
God as an act of obedience, service, and faith. 
To clarify, within this campaign Summit Church positions the act of tithing as “giving to 
God,” while congregants are actually donating money to the megachurch. This positioning is 
intentional and strategic. While earlier in the Results section tithing was associated with the 
organization–public relationship, it can also be regarded as one way to encourage a God–clergy, 
or God–congregant, relationship. Indeed, Summit Church promotes tithing as an act of 
obedience, service, and faith to God, as opposed to obedience, service, and faith in the 
megachurch. Summit Church does this by arguing that Christians are stewards of resources (e.g. 
money) as opposed to owners of those resources, thus tithing is viewed as an act from a 
responsible and faithful steward, as an expected service to God, and simultaneously as a private 
and public act of faith. Summit Church’s positioning aligns with the Christian belief in tithing, 
ownership of resources, and generously giving material resources for God’s kingdom (Quiggle, 
2009). Therefore, encouraging clergy to give God their “first and best” in the Multiply public 
relations program is viewed as one way to strengthen the God–clergy relationship.  
The Multiply campaign is just one example of clergy’s initial access to congregation-
wide public relations programs. Curtis elaborated on another program, titled “Year of Prayer,” 
that further demonstrates the commitment to cultivating a deeper God–clergy relationship 
through first access: 
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We think staff should lead the way in what we're going to ask of the congregation, and so 
in a sense, the staff is going to [lead]. Right now it's the Year of Prayer. The first Tuesday 
of every month we're asking [employees] to fast from at least one meal and spend 30 
minutes praying. Well, that's, it's not required, strongly recommended for staff because 
we're like, "We want you to lead the way," so we don't do a ton of stuff [for employees] 
that's totally divorced from what we're doing as a [congregation]. 
 
An additional, and more recurring method megachurches utilize to strengthen the 
covenantal relationship between God and employees is through team-wide bible studies and 
department-wide book clubs and retreats. Most of the bible study topics, books selected, and 
retreats were planned in advance, indicating a strategic effort to encourage stronger covenantal 
relationships between Church employees and God. While participants did not describe these 
gatherings as dedicated public relations campaigns or initiatives, interview data reveal that these 
recurring gathering are part of a larger public relations program aimed at maintaining a strong 
connection between the Church and God, and are viewed as relationship building efforts. Curtis 
from Summit Church elaborated on another Bible study that megachurch employees gain first-
access to: 
Our spiritual formations team… is doing a basic bible study principles class, which they 
offer those to congregants as well, but they're doing one right now for staff. I think it's 
once a month for six months, or something, or once a week, it's on Wednesdays at noon 
where they're actually providing lunch for staff, and then we're having some of our more 
theology-minded folks teach staff and just walk through stuff, like talking through 
original languages and background and context, and it's way more in depth than just basic 
bible study. I mean, it's like pretty in-depth hermeneutics and bible study principles. 
 
While participants did not describe frequently creating employee-only strategic communication 
materials to strengthen the relationship between employees and God, participants explained that 
employees are expected to maintain a close relationship to God and the megachurch manages 
and actively encourages that relationship. Indeed, bible studies, retreats, and providing 
employees with first access for congregation-wide faith-growing public relations programs are 
just a few examples megachurches utilize to strengthen the relationship between clergy and God.   
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Importantly, it is with this relationship that Tilson’s devotional-promotional 
communication model is complete (Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). However, participants 
revealed two additional relationships megachurches aim to cultivate, which brings us to the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model. 
Realizing the Networked Model With Target Relationship Four: Intra-
Congregational Relationships. When describing the purpose of Church-wide programs and 
public relations initiatives, participants mostly focused on the core mission of their organization 
and explained that all ministries and communication work was put forth in order to help build, 
grow, or expand “God’s kingdom.” Nevertheless, the data analysis revealed evidence of an 
additional relationship not accounted for in Tilson’s model: intra-congregational relationships 
(Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). As a reminder, intra-congregational relationships are 
relationships that occur among members within the same congregation. 
Previous research on the sociology of religion support the idea that megachurches 
encourage the formation of intra-congregational relationships (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). 
Specifically, sociologists and interpersonal communication scholars posit megachurches rely on 
“small groups” for the development of intra-congregational relationships and for the survival of 
the megachurch (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). As a reminder, 
small groups consist of a few congregants (e.g. 6-10 people) who meet regularly for deeper Bible 
study within congregants’ homes (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; Thumma & Travis, 2007). 
Results of the current study align with previous research, in that participants acknowledged that 
“community” and intra-congregational relationships are a goal for megachurch communication 
efforts. This is the first study to date that has examined the extent to which megachurches 
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strategically aim to cultivate intra-congregational relationships. However, opportunities to form 
intra-congregational relationships are not limited to small groups.  
Megachurches encourage new and strengthen existing intra-congregational relationships 
through a variety of public relations programs, including conferences, online and offline small 
groups, Bible studies, retreats, and much more. Data in the current study do not suggest that 
intra-congregational relationships are necessary in order for megachurches to survive, which is 
the core argument of previous research (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 
2012). Instead, intra-congregational relationships are viewed as a tool to help congregants 
flourish in their religious community and in their faith.  
Megachurches do not create small groups for the sole purpose of forming intra-
congregational relationships. Instead, the majority of public relations programs include layers of 
goals. For instance, a men’s retreat provides an opportunity for congregants to develop a deeper 
God–congregant relationship and intra-congregational relationships. Or, a “life class” about 
Godly-financial management provides an opportunity for congregants to strengthen the Church–
congregant relationship and develop new intra-congregational relationships. Although the 
presentation of megachurches communication efforts may be described as if they are siloed, the 
reality is that their communication goals are intertwined. One campaign, event, or initiative can 
speak to multiple relationships within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model.  
Megachurches encourage the development and strengthening of existing intra-
congregational relationships through online and offline small groups, and through public 
relations programs that are divorced from the small group structure. For example, Jack Hoey III, 
the creative and research pastor at Seacoast Church, described that the annual Chosen Women’s 
Conference aims to deepen the God–congregant relationship, and cultivate and strengthen intra-
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congregational relationships among women in Seacoast’s congregation. The two-day conference 
features guest speakers, including women bible teachers and leaders of faith-based non-profit 
organizations. During the conference, attendees learn how to strengthen their relationship with 
God through the guest speakers’ presentations, and then attendees are presented with 
opportunities to develop and strengthen relationships with other congregants. This can take the 
form of smaller group discussions, conference-wide declarations, or one-on-one conversations. 
Jack elaborated on the goals of the annual conference: 
The goal of the Conference overall, I would say, is to provide a space where thousands of 
women can come together and worship… We make it a lot of fun, we do kind of a late 
night after party on the first night. Where they can come worship, have fun, hear 
teaching, connect with one another. So those are kind of the overall goals of Chosen I 
think. And then each year, the [Bible] kind of guides a little bit of, “This is what we want 
you to take away this year,” but, overall the goals are the same in terms of the fun, the 
worship, the connection, the teaching. And our Women's Ministry at Seacoast Sisterhood 
kind of puts on the conference in terms of, they're kind of the hosts of the conference. A 
lot of small groups that we highlight and help people connect after the conference, so it's 
not just a one-and-done. There are opportunities and avenues for [congregants] to get 
connected after the conference. 
 
Multiple megachurches offer Women’s Conferences, including Houston’s First Baptist Church, 
Summit Church, Gateway Church, Calvary Chapel Church Fort Lauderdale, Christ Fellowship 
Church Miami, and more. Other megachurches, like Saddleback Church and Kensington Church, 
position these events as “retreats” as opposed to conferences. Conference, retreats, and 
gatherings like this are offered for women, men, parents, married couples, empty nesters, 
children, teens, college students, and more.  
 Annual conferences and retreats are not the only public relations events and programs 
megachurches utilize for encouraging the formation of intra-congregational relationships. 
Megachurches rely on weekly and monthly ministry events that have a similar format to small 
groups but are also distinct. Chris from Rock Church described how one of their ministries 
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consists of weekly table tennis matches. When congregants attend this weekly event, they play 
table tennis with other congregants and non-congregants alike, and then participate in a short 
Bible study. As opposed to small groups, which are typically strategically organized by the 
megachurch so that multiple congregants in the same stage of life can be in the same small 
group, this table tennis ministry is open to all congregants who are interested in table tennis. 
Indeed, megachurches aim to form intra-congregational relationships among congregants who 
are in the same stage of life and among congregants who share similar hobbies, spiritual gifts, 
and volunteer interests.  
 Similar to previous research, this study finds that megachurches encourage intra-
congregational relationships in both online and offline formats (Campbell & DeLashmutt, 2014; 
Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010). Participants discussed how a goal for the megachurch and their 
communication efforts is to get every congregant involved in a small group (Dougherty & 
Whitehead, 2010). Participants discussed that small groups are important for the megachurch and 
the congregant themselves. Small groups help congregants by providing them with a structure to 
develop relationships that decrease loneliness, isolation, and anonymity, while also increasing 
growth in the God–congregant relationship.  
On the other hand, small groups can help the megachurch by increasing the investment 
congregants are making into the megachurch regarding their time and effort, not necessarily 
money. For instance, instead of only attending church and hearing about God for one hour a 
week during Sunday sermons, congregants involved in a small group spend an additional 1-2 
hours per week experiencing fellowship with other congregants and learning more about God. 
Participants believe this increased investment results in a more engaged and dedicated church 
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member. However, this brings us to a surprising finding regarding small groups in online and 
offline spaces. 
Previously, Campbell and DeLashmutt (2014) examined conversations in religious chat 
rooms and results suggest individuals can form online religious communities in digital spaces 
and “connect to and care for one another through mutual prayer and service” (p. 279). Data from 
the current study support this finding (via stories from participants), and data reveal online 
religious community is not the final goal. In fact, megachurches aim to transform those online 
connections into online-only small groups, and then eventually transform those online-only small 
groups into small groups that physically meet, when possible. For example, Jay from Saddleback 
Church described that online small group members in China cannot physically meet, but online 
small group members in Seattle can, and do, gather in person. 
To clarify, online-only small groups follow the same format as physical small groups, 
with the exception that they virtually meet. These virtual gatherings can occur on social 
networking sites such as Facebook, via video-chat platforms like Skype, or using message-board 
programs like Slack. Some megachurches, like Saddleback Church, refer to the online small 
groups as just that, while some megachurches like Elevation Church refer to online small groups 
as eFam and eGroups. Emily from Elevation Church elaborated more on online small groups: 
Within the eFam we have eGroups that you can join, online groups of different believers 
from our church. You can have someone from Africa meeting someone in London, 
meeting with someone in New York, all within their own time zones but at the same time 
in an online group, and they're either going through a study that our church put out, or 
going through a sermon discussion, but there's a way that you can be a very active part of 
this church and not ever sit in a physical building. The goal… once people have taken a 
step to start engaging with our content, it's kind of leading them towards that online 
campus or online ministry part of it, where it's like, "Hey, you can be a part of the group, 




Thus, megachurches encourage the formation of intra-congregational relationships through 
physical small groups (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010), online small groups, and virtual events 
and activities, like annual conferences, interest-specific weekly gatherings, virtual “meet-ups”, 
and more. These events, activities, and initiatives serve to encourage the formation of intra-
congregational relationships, strengthen existing intra-congregational relationships, and 
strengthen the two remaining relationships in the networked devotional-promotional engagement 
model: God–congregant relationship and Church–congregant relationship. 
 Unexpectedly, the communication staff also revealed an additional relationship that 
previous research has not explored and not considered in the conceptualization of the current 
study’s model. The next section discusses one additional relationship before transitioning from 
the networked devotional-promotional engagement model to devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns.  
The Unanticipated Fifth Target Relationship: The Relationship Between the Church 
and Community. An unexpected finding within the current study is the discovery of a sixth 
relationship, one between the Church and community. The Church–community relationship 
consists of a relationship between the Church and their immediate community, including schools, 
public service employees (e.g. fire people, police people, hospital workers, teachers, etc.), food 
banks, shelters, and more. For example, Christ Fellowship Church has a relationship with the 
Miami community, Rock Church has a relationship with the San Diego community, and 
Houston’s First Baptist has a relationship with the Houston community.  
While the Church–community relationship was briefly discussed as a result in Tilson and 
Venkateswaran’s (2006) research on Hindu temples, the researchers did not include a Church–
community relationship within their devotional-promotional communication model nor did they 
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expand upon this finding. Furthermore, to date, few public relations scholars have examined the 
extent to which religious organizations strive to maintain a positive covenantal relationship with 
their immediate community (Waymer et al., 2012). In general, public relations scholars typically 
examine “community relations,” through research on corporate social responsibility and 
corporations’ donations to non-profit organizations (Hall, 2006; Kim & Reber, 2008). 
Indeed, the Church–community relationship revealed during interviews consists of one 
non-profit organization supporting another non-profit organization, government organization, or 
individual through service, as opposed to support through monetary donations or mutual support. 
Not all individuals supported are active stakeholders. As demonstrated through examples 
discussed within this section, individuals include latent, aware, and active publics. Consequently, 
the Church–community relationship is a stark contrast from previous scholars’ research on 
corporate community relations (Hall, 2006; Kim & Reber, 2008) and interorganizational 
networks (Saffer, Yang, Morehouse, & Qu, 2019).  
Despite not occurring between two people, the Church–community relationship 
comprises of a covenantal relationship. To clarify, a covenantal relationship is a mutually 
beneficially relationship between a provider and receiver, and the receivers’ “inherently good” 
needs are met (Hung, 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002, p. 90; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Indeed, the Church–community relationship does not solely exist to convert community 
members into congregants. While this finding might seem counterintuitive considering the 
evangelical nature of megachurches, a recent study on white evangelicals’ use of religious 
rhetoric concluded that this population activates a “secular mode that avoids religious 
expression” when participating in multi-faith initiatives (Markofski, Fulton, & Wood, 2019, p. 
1). Accordingly, the Church–community relationship serves to help members of the community 
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with problems in their lives and is not cultivated in order to convert non-believers (Waymer et 
al., 2012).  
This help and assistance can occur in a variety of ways, from giving money to giving 
resources, and even giving space. For example, police within San Diego’s police department 
found themselves without a place to gather while on the clock when not responding to a call. 
According to Chris from Rock Church: 
We all joked that cops used to go to donut shops. It had truth rooted in the fact that the 
police officers don't want to sit in their car all night, so they go in and have coffee in until 
they need to go out and make another round or stop. It got such bad press, they had to 
stop doing that. 
 
In response to the need for a safe place to gather, especially during the night shift, Rock Church 
built a dedicated room for police within one of their campus locations. This space is open at all 
hours of the night, complete with a dedicated entrance for police people only, and all electronics 
the police people would need in order to do their job. While it might appear that the 
megachurch’s goal is to convert the police people using this space, this was not expressed during 
interviews nor revealed during data analysis. Indeed, the goal of the Church–community 
relationship is altruistic, with no expectation of spiritual, monetary, or service reimbursement. 
The Church–community relationship extends to non-service members of the community 
as well, which often comprised of latent publics. For example, Rock Church noticed that children 
in San Diego are sometimes temporarily placed in patrol cars when police people investigate 
domestic violence calls. Instead of having the child sit in an empty patrol car, Rock Church 
provides police people with dolls so the child can have some level of comfort during a 
frightening situation.  
Another example of the Church–community relationship occurring with non-service 
members of the community occurred at Gateway Church. George described that Gateway 
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Church hosted and participated in a blood drive and bone marrow drive, intended to benefit 
members of their community in need. Indeed, megachurches aim to cultivate a Church–
community relationship with police people, firefighters, teachers, hospital workers, and the 
individuals who live in their communities, regardless of their religion or social standing. 
 A unique aspect of the Church–community relationship is the perceived impact it has on 
intra-congregational relationships. Megachurches strategically create opportunities for 
congregants to help strengthen the Church–community relationship. By involving congregants, 
megachurches simultaneously foster a Church–community relationship and they encourage the 
strengthening of intra-congregational relationships as a result of congregants volunteering 
together. In other words, megachurches believe that when congregants volunteer together and 
help the community, they are also talking with one another, developing friendships, and 
ultimately removing the loneliness and isolation that can occur when attending a megachurch.  
For example, Amy from Summit Church described an annual event titled “ServeRDU 
Week” and a year-round version titled “ServeRDU Year-Round.” During the ServeRDU events, 
congregants serve the community to help cultivate and strengthen the Church–community 
relationship. To serve the community, congregants volunteer individually or together to pack 
backpacks with new school supplies, repair playgrounds, paint buildings, clear brush, and more. 
By serving together, congregants are able to deepen their intra-congregational relationships while 
also strengthening the Church–community relationship. As a result, small groups commit to 
completing a project together, thus spending time with one another outside of the scheduled 
weekly small group meetings. For example, 1–3 small groups provide a simple buffet meal for 
20–40 sponsors and inmates from a local prison on Saturday afternoons. 
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This unexpected Church–community relationship has unique implications for public 
relations research and theory because of the entities involved and unique relationship that occurs. 
Scholars who have previously examined inter-organizational relationships and corporate-
community relationships position these relationships as exchange or reciprocal relationships 
(Levine & White, 1961; Taylor & Doerfel, 2005). As a reminder, exchange relationships are 
characterized by the transmission of benefits, where one entity provides benefits to another, 
either as a source of payment for benefits previously transmitted, or hinging on a promise that 
the other party will repay them in the future (Hon & Grunig, 1999). However, the Church–
community relationship does not fit this template. Instead, the Church–community relationship is 
characterized by selfless service, no expectations for a return on the investment, and fulfilling 
needs to make life easier and more manageable for members of the community (Waymer et al., 
2012). On the other hand, this could be a religious organizations way of utilizing the third-party 
credibility approach, where an organization associates with other organizations people respect in 
order to gain relational credibility or relational capital (Kent, Sommerfeldt, & Saffer, 2016). 
However, the “community” is not just one government organization or non-profit organization, 
but multiple. The “community” consists of fire departments, police departments, hospitals, 
schools, individuals, shelters, and much more. Thus, data reveal that megachurches foster a 
relatively unique type of relationship with a relatively unique entity.  
To clarify, this relationship is not solely guided by business ethics, but also religious 
ethics, the pastor’s morals, and community needs (Waymer et al., 2012). While it might appear 
that megachurches practice a variation of corporate social responsibility (CSR) due to their 
investment in their communities, guiding ethics, and responsible use of their power (Garriga & 
Melé, 2004), participants described that the motivation for cultivating the Church–community 
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relationship stems from an outpouring of God’s love and resources. Indeed, while megachurches 
may look and operate like corporations, the impetus for cultivating a Church–community 
relationship is derived from loving one’s neighbor as yourself, as opposed to strategic issues 
management and private business self-regulation (Sheehy, 2015; Waymer et al., 2012). 
Furthermore, megachurches appear to help various members of their community in a variety of 
ways, whereas a corporation engaging in CSR tends to comprise of one narrow focus, like 
sustainability. In brief, the Church–community relationship furthers public relations theory by 
expanding the scope regarding the type of relationship organizations can engage in with other 
organizations as well as with aware and latent publics.   
Summarizing the Enactment of the Networked Devotional-Promotional Engagement Model 
To this point, the results section has discussed the extent to which megachurches aim 
employ the networked devotional-promotional engagement model. Interviews with 28 
megachurch communication employees from 14 megachurches across the United States reveal 
megachurches strive to realize the networked engagement model by cultivating new and 
strengthening existing God–congregant relationships, God–clergy relationships, Church–
congregant relationships, clergy–congregant relationships, and intra-congregational 
relationships. Furthermore, data reveal an unanticipated sixth relationship, one between the 
Church and community. Figure 8 illustrates the confirmed and revised networked devotional-










Figure 8.  















While useful in broadening our collective understanding of the practice of public relations within 
religious organizations, understanding that megachurches aim to cultivate a strategic set of 
relationships only interrogates part of the phenomenon at hand. Next, we turn to how 
megachurches encourage the formation of these relationships in order to answer the second 
research question within phase one of this dissertation. 
According to Tilson, devotional-promotional communication campaigns are a strategic 
type of communication campaign religious organizations utilize to cultivate the relationships 
present within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model (Tilson, 2006; Tilson & 
Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). As a reminder, devotional campaigns are defined 
as a concentrated public relations effort where the goal is to elicit devotion or allegiance, 
followed by a covenantal relationship (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). 
Data within the results section confirmed that megachurches aim to realize the networked 
engagement model; however, the results have not yet discussed how megachurches encourage 













extent to which megachurches utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to 
encourage new or strengthen existing intra-congregational relationships that are present within 
the networked devotional-promotional engagement model (RQ4). 
Megachurches Utilize Devotional-Promotional Communication Campaigns 
The second research question addressed here focuses on the extent to which 
megachurches utilize devotional campaigns to encourage the formation of the relationships 
present within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, specifically intra-
congregational relationships. Previous research suggests religious organizations utilize 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns to foster the relationship between God and 
clergy, God and congregants, and between congregants and clergy (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson 
& Venkateswaran, 2006; Tilson, 2005). For example, Tilson and Chao (2002) concluded that the 
Catholic Church utilized devotional-promotional communication campaigns by simply 
promoting Saint Thérèse in their press releases, website, and brochures.  
Following this precedent for identifying and defining devotional campaigns, data reveal 
megachurches also utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to cultivate 
relationships present within Tilson’s devotional-promotional communication model (i.e. God–
congregant, God–clergy, congregant–clergy relationships). The results presented thus far have 
provided in-depth examples regarding the ways in which megachurches employ devotional-
promotional communication campaigns, including through $200,000 per year custom advertising 
campaigns on Facebook, annual donation campaigns (i.e. Multiply), 80-page glossy magazines, 
interactive video testimonials on social networking sites, highly-focused digital content 
strategies, Year of Prayer events, fasting events, and much more. However, previous research has 
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not focused on the use of devotional campaigns to foster intra-congregational relationships, 
therefore this finding needs more interrogation than what is provided above.  
Previous research asserts megachurches rely on small groups to form intra-congregational 
relationships (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). While the current 
study revealed other methods for cultivating intra-congregational relationships, like Women’s 
Conferences and group volunteer opportunities like ServeRDU, these examples are primarily 
associated with other relationships in the networked model. For instance, the primary goal for the 
Chosen Women’s Conferences by Seacoast Church is to strengthen the God–congregant 
relationship, and the primary goal for ServeRDU is to cultivate the Church–community 
relationship.  
In these two previous examples, intra-congregational relationships are secondary 
relationships that occur because the events are not created for the sole purpose of cultivating 
intra-congregational relationships. Therefore, it is necessary to examine the extent to which 
megachurches utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage intra-
congregational relationships as a primary relationship goal as opposed to secondary or tertiary 
outcome. In other words, do megachurches create and promote a diverse selection of public 
relations programs for the sole purpose of cultivating intra-congregational relationships, or do 
megachurches exclusively rely on small groups? Examining this question is imperative for 
theory building.  
Data from the current study already revealed religious organizations create dedicated 
public relations programs and utilize devotional campaigns to foster a relationship that the 
Church is not part of (i.e. God–congregant relationship). Therefore, the current section of the 
results uncovers if megachurches utilize devotional promotional-communication campaigns to 
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encourage the formation of a second relationship that the Church itself is not involved in. This 
answers the second research question out of four included within phase one of the research and 
results section. Specifically, this section answers the following research question: To what extent 
do megachurches utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage new or 
strengthen existing intra-congregational relationships that are present within the networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model? 
 To clarify, the current study cannot determine the extent to which megachurches are 
successful in cultivating covenantal relationships among congregants based on interviews with 
megachurch communication employees alone, nor the extent to which devotional campaigns 
actually impacted the formation of intra-congregational relationships. Results that speak to that 
are provided further in the results section when reviewing findings from phase two of this 
dissertation. 
 Interview data with communication employees at some of the largest and most notable 
megachurches in the United States reveal that megachurches employ devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns to encourage the formation of intra-congregational relationships. This 
occurs through multiple channels and materials, including webpages, content on social 
networking sites, bulletins, print newsletters, email newsletters, and more. More specifically, 
data reveal megachurches claim to primarily rely on small groups for the formation and 
strengthening of intra-congregational relationships. While intra-congregational relationships are 
formed and strengthened when congregants volunteer together and attend conferences and 
weekend retreats together, participants revealed that small groups are the primary way 
megachurches create “community” within their congregation. Furthermore, data reveal 
megachurches utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to promote the small 
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groups in both online and offline spaces. Thus, the current study supports previous inquiries into 
online religious community (Campbell & DeLashmutt, 2014). Indeed, small groups exist in both 
online and offline spaces, and megachurches utilize new and traditional media to encourage 
congregants to join small groups. 
For example, Chris from Rock Church described an excellent example regarding how 
offline small groups are promoted in online spaces. Chris revealed Rock Church has over 1,000 
small groups in session on any given week, and the church’s primary goal is to immediately 
usher new congregants into small groups. To help newcomers become members within small 
groups, Rock Church’s communication department developed a texting program to streamline 
the onboarding process and plug congregants into small groups as soon as possible. Chris 
elaborated on the importance of small groups to congregants’ involvement in the megachurch 
and described the texting function succinctly:  
The two things that we drive home week in, week out is we want you in a [small 
group]… We want you in our R groups, our Rock groups. We have over 1,000 R groups 
operating and our R groups are basically just our life groups, our small groups. And we 
want you there… regularly, every single week. Because ultimately, what we're facing and 
a lot of churches are facing is hey, when we got big, how do we still keep the level of 
engagement that keeps people so deeply connected? R groups is the way we've done that 
and we try and push in hard on that, which is why [we have] over 1,000 R groups and 
that's important to us. We have small groups for young adults, for the teens, for the 
married couples, for the singles, for people living out in these counties, people living out 
in San Diego. And so you can actually text R group to 55555 and you'll get a responder 
back. And depending on where you live, what area, what are you looking for, what time 
of the day, what day of the week, and we can tailor a response back to you. 
 
On the other hand, Emily from Elevation Church explained that their social media team 
encourages the formation of online small groups through online channels, like YouTube and 
websites. For example, Elevation Church created a 3-step process on their website, where 
congregants are directed to first select a location, identify the type of group they’d like to join 
(i.e. women, men, singles, married couples, college, etc.), and then they are able to select from a 
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list of options the type of small group they’d like to join (e.g. book study, Christian basics, 
financial, parenting, etc.). For women alone, there are nearly 40 online small groups meeting 
every night of the week, whereas there are 15 online small groups for men. Elevation encourages 
congregants to join these online small groups on their social networking sites through custom 
videos and dedicated posts.  
To clarify, many megachurches, including Christ Fellowship Miami, Elevation Church, 
and Rock Church, assist in the formation of online and offline small groups through devotional 
campaigns; however, they prefer congregants join offline small groups when possible. Online 
small groups are viewed as a channel for those who cannot physically join an offline small 
group. For instance, participants from all three megachurches described instances where 
congregants live on other continents and rely on online small groups for a religious community 
and intra-congregational relationships within the megachurch. 
 Indeed, megachurches assist in the formation of small groups and they actively encourage 
congregants to join small groups through devotional-promotional communication campaigns. 
Participants revealed a variety of public relations tactics to meet this objective. For instance, 
some megachurches like Elevation Church and Rock Church, deploy devotional campaigns to 
encourage congregants to join small groups on new media, such as texting apps, social 
networking sites, and email newsletters. Other megachurches, like Summit Church and 
Houston’s First Baptist, also utilize traditional tactics, like bulletins and announcements during 
Sunday sermons, to encourage participants to join small groups.  
Megachurches devotional-promotional communication campaigns for intra-
congregational relationships are not much different than Hindu temples’ devotional campaigns, 
or the Catholic Church’s devotional campaigns (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
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2006). Each religion and religious organization utilizes new and traditional media to 
communicate the importance of specific relationships, encourage opportunities to engage in 
specific relationships, and encourage opportunities to strengthen specific relationships. Indeed, 
results from the current study and previous research suggest that multiple types and sizes of 
religious organizations utilize the same strategies to encourage the formation of the at least three 
of the same relationships, and potentially all six relationships highlighted within the networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model.  
Thus far, the results reveal megachurches aim to employ the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model by strategically encouraging the formation of, or strengthening 
of, six relationships. These relationships include the God–congregant relationship, God–clergy 
relationships, Church–congregant relationship, clergy–congregant, intra-congregational 
relationships, and Church–community relationships. Additionally, results reveal megachurches 
utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage all relationships present 
within the networked engagement model. 
Data reveal megachurches primarily rely on small groups for the formation of intra-
congregational relationships and participants describe that they encourage congregants to join 
small groups through devotional-promotional communication campaigns. These devotional 
campaigns are employed in both new and traditional media, and megachurches promote both 
online and offline small groups. Lastly, data reveal megachurches are not unique in how they 
employ devotional-promotional communication campaigns. Megachurches utilize similar 
strategies as the Catholic Church and Hindu temples in their promotion and encouragement to 
form relationships present within the networked engagement model. 
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 While interviews with megachurch communication employees revealed many insights 
regarding megachurch communication goals, strategies, and tactics, our knowledge on their 
approach is still limited. Indeed, megachurches can say they prioritize the God–congregant 
relationship, but is that priority communicated in their public relations materials? One limitation 
in current research on devotional-promotional communication campaigns focuses on a 
systematic analysis of the campaign materials and relationships prioritized within the channels. 
Therefore, to connect megachurches goals with what they actually disseminate, the results 
section turns to findings from the content analysis of Summit Church’s public relations materials. 
Analyzing Content Within Devotional Campaigns 
This study content analyzed a sample of public relations materials from Summit Church 
to examine the content of the devotional-promotional communication campaigns and connect the 
public relations content with goals expressed within the interviews (RQ3-4). This portion of 
phase one seeks to examine the ways in which megachurches employ devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns to encourage relationships that are present within the networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model, specifically between the following: (a) congregants 
and God/Jesus; (b) congregants and the Church; (c) among congregants (RQ2). As a reminder, it 
is at this point of the dissertation that the study shifts from assessing goals of multiple 
megachurches, to examining this phenomenon with one megachurch. 
The content analysis examines the extent to which megachurches encourage tier two 
engagement (i.e. relationships) through tier one engagement (i.e. interaction and awareness). The 
three target relationships include relationships that involve congregants (i.e. public-centric 
relationships), which consist of intra-congregational relationships, the God–congregant 
relationship, and Church–congregant relationship. The remainder of the results section only 
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focuses on relationships involving congregants, as opposed to including the Church–community 
and Church–clergy relationship, because the focus of this dissertation is on congregant 
engagement.  
Overview of Content Analysis Results 
The results of the content analysis of Summit Church’s public relations materials found 
evidence of attempts to encourage intra-congregational relationships, Church–congregant 
relationships, and God–congregant relationships. While the researcher cannot claim that the 
presence of sub-indicators directly translates to the megachurch encouraging the formation of 
specific relationships using content analysis data alone, results from the open-ended interviews 
used to answer RQ3-4 provide context and perspective on the content analysis data and the sub-
indicators included in Summit Church’s public relations materials.  
Out of the 820 public relations materials analyzed for RQ2, 64% of the materials 
included sub-indicators for the God–congregant target relationship, 80% of the materials include 
sub-indicators for the Church–congregant target relationship, and 35% of materials include sub-
indicators for intra-congregational target relationships. Regarding overlapping relationships, the 
most popular combination of target relationships (e.g. including a sub-indicator for the God–
congregant relationship and intra-congregational relationship within the same material) include 
God–congregant–Church relationship (n = 281) followed by the Church–congregant–intra-
congregational relationship (n = 81). For instance, Figure 9 is of a Facebook post that has a Bible 
depicted within the image, which is a sub-indicator of the God–congregant relationship, as well 
as information about the weekend services, “Pastor J.D.” and a URL to Summit Church’s 
website, which are sub-indicators for the Church–congregant relationship. Sub-indicators for all 
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three target relationships were included in 17.80% of materials (n = 146) and approximately 37 
materials featured no sub-indicators. 
Figure 9. 




























A series of Pearson’s chi-square tests of independence examined the associations 
between the target relationships (i.e. the composite indicators representing the God–congregant 
relationship, Church–congregant relationship, and intra-congregational relationships) and the 
platforms at the focus of this research question. As a reminder, “target relationships” refer to the 
composite indicators that were created to represent the God–congregant relationship, Church–
congregant relationship, and intra-congregational relationships. Additionally, “platforms” refer 
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to the six channels including Facebook posts, tweets, Instagram posts, email newsletters, event 
webpages, and non-event webpages from Summit Church. 
 Results from chi-square tests suggest Summit Church communication materials includes 
more sub-indicators for the Church–congregant relationship across most of their platforms, 
followed by the God–congregant relationship, and then intra-congregational relationships. 
Summit Church utilized all six platforms to include sub-indicators for each of the target 
relationships; however they primarily included sub-indicators for the Church–congregant 
relationship on their social networking sites and newsletters. Additionally, Summit Church 
primarily included sub-indicators for the God–congregant and intra-congregational relationships 
on their website, including non-event and event webpages. See Table 9 for a full summary of 
descriptive results for each target relationship, sub-indicator, and platform included in the 





Table 9.  
Descriptive Results for Content Analysis for Target Relationships, Sub-Indicators, and Platforms 
 








Target Relationship n % n % n % n % n % n % n % 
God–congregant               
   God 121 46.18 46 23.23 73 38.83 10 27.03 9 14.75 57 77.03 316 38.54 
   Jesus 67 25.57 32 16.16 37 19.68 12 32.43 15 24.59 39 52.70 202 24.63 
   Bible or Gospel 89 33.97 28 14.14 59 31.38 8 21.62 18 29.51 60 81.08 262 31.95 
   Prayer 68 25.95 32 16.16 30 15.96 4 10.81 8 13.11 35 47.30 177 21.59 
   Baptism 15 5.73 9 4.55 11 5.85 1 2.70 5 8.20 13 17.57 54 6.59 
   Target Relationship Total 360 137.40 147 74.24 210 111.70 35 94.59 55 90.16 204 275.68 1,011 123.29 
Church–congregant               
   J.D. Greear 62 23.66 33 16.67 25 13.30 3 8.11 0 0.00 27 36.49 150 18.29 
   Website URL 144 54.96 106 53.54 94 50.00 19 51.35 4 6.56 35 47.30 402 49.02 
   Weekend services info 110 41.98 68 34.34 76 40.43 4 10.81 5 8.20 19 25.68 282 34.39 
   Call-to-action to visit  45 17.18 30 15.15 43 22.87 6 16.22 28 45.90 8 10.81 160 19.51 
   Tithing/donating 10 3.82 1 0.51 4 2.13 0 0.00 0 0.00 22 29.73 37 4.51 
   Serving/volunteering 43 16.41 22 11.11 23 12.23 9 24.43 12 19.67 30 40.54 139 16.95 
   Target Relationship Total 414 158.02 260 131.31 265 140.96 41 110.81 49 80.33 141 190.54 1,170 142.68 
Intra-congregational               
   Physical events 65 24.81 47 23.74 52 27.66 21 56.76 61 100 17 22.97 263 32.07 
   Small groups 10 3.82 4 2.02 3 1.60 3 8.11 11 18.03 22 29.73 53 6.46 
   Target Relationship Total 75 28.63 51 25.76 55 29.26 24 64.86 72 118.03 39 52.70 316 38.54 
Note: Multiple sub-indicators can be included within one post. For instance, one Instagram post can include God, Jesus, J.D. Greear, and the Bible. Percentages 
per platform are calculated based on the number of materials coded per platform, not based on the total number of mentions. For instance, Jesus was included in 
67 Facebook posts, therefore the percentage was calculated based on the total number of Facebook posts coded (n = 262). Total column percentages per platform 
(i.e. the row after “Baptism”) were calculated based on the total number of Facebook posts coded (n = 262). For example, a relationship with God was included 
360 times on Facebook, therefore the percentage was calculated against the total number of Facebook posts. Lastly, row percentages (i.e. the last two columns in 
the table) were calculated based on the total number of items coded and the total number of mentions of each sub-indicator. For instance, baptism was included 









The following section discusses results for the relationship between each composite 
indicator and the six platforms analyzed. To clarify, each composite indicator identifies the 
possible target of the relationship cultivation given the contents of the communication, whereas 
the devotional campaign is the strategy behind the relationship cultivation. In other words, 
relationship targets are either God, the Church, or other congregants, whereas devotional 
campaigns is the method utilized to fulfill these relational objectives.    
First Target Relationship: God–Congregant Relationship 
Summit Church included sub-indicators for religious figures and texts more frequently 
than sub-indicators for religious acts within the God–congregant composite indicator. As a 
reminder, five sub-indicators form this composite indicator. The five sub-indicators include 
mentions or depictions of Jesus, God, the Bible, prayer, and baptism. These sub-indicators are 
not mutually exclusive or weighted; God, Jesus, and baptism could be included in the same 
Instagram post, for example, and this would be coded as three sub-indicators appearing within 
one material. However, if Jesus was present four times within one Facebook post, this would be 
coded as one sub-indicator within an artifact.  
References to God occurred most often on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. As reported 
in Table 9, the Bible primarily appeared on the website (event webpages and non-event 
webpages) and Jesus was included most frequently within email newsletters. Across all 
platforms, God was the most frequently included religious sub-indicator (n = 316) followed by 
the Bible (n =2 62), and Jesus (n = 202). Overall, religious acts like baptism (n = 54) and prayer 
(n = 177) were the least prioritized sub-indicators for this target relationship. Because Summit 
Church includes more sub-indicators that reference religious figures and texts, instead of 




Summit Church might prioritize stakeholders knowing who and what is at the center of the 
Protestant faith (i.e. God, Jesus, Bible), as opposed to how to convert to the Protestant faith (i.e. 
prayer and baptism) within their devotional campaigns. 
Second Target Relationship: Church–Congregant Relationship 
 The second public-centric target relationship for RQ2 is the Church–congregant 
relationship. Six sub-indicators comprise this composite indicator, including mentions or 
depictions of J.D. Greear, tithing, volunteering, a call-to-action to visit Summit Church’s 
campus, a URL to Summit Church’s website, and information about weekend church services. 
As a reminder, it is through these six sub-indicators that this study assesses the extent to which 
Summit Church encourages the formation of the Church–congregant relationship within their 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns. The six sub-indicators combine elements of 
the organization-public relationships and one-way para-social clergy–congregant relationships 
discussed earlier in phase one of the results section. See Table 9 for a summary of descriptive 
results for the second target relationship.  
The most utilized sub-indicators by Summit Church for the second target relationship 
include the inclusion of a URL (n = 402), information about weekend services (n = 282), and a 
call-to-action to visit Summit Church’s physical campus (n = 160). Summit Church’s emphasis 
on including website URLs and information about weekend services is evident when analyzing 
the sum of each sub-indicator across all platforms, and when examining Church–congregant sub-
indicators on individual platforms. For instance, Summit included website URLs and information 
about weekend services more frequently than any other sub-indicator that forms this target 
relationship on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. Website URLs were also frequently included 




the second most frequently included sub-indicator on both platforms (Table 9). The only 
platform that did not include more website URLs than all other sub-indicators were event 
webpages. Indeed, the most frequently included sub-indicators for the Church–congregant target 
relationship on Summit Church’s event webpages were calls-to-action to visit Summit Church’s 
campus (n = 28) and information about volunteering (n = 12). Overall, the least utilized sub-
indicators for this target relationship are mentions or depictions of Summit Church’s senior 
pastor (n = 150), information about volunteering (n = 139), and information about tithing (n = 
37). 
These results suggest that Summit Church utilizes sub-indicators that point congregants 
to the organization’s sermons and site, both physical campus and website for the Church–
congregant target relationship. A closer look at the URLs Summit Church included reveal more 
insights about their devotional campaigns. For instance, URLs were most frequent on Facebook 
(n = 144). An analysis of the URLs included in Facebook posts reveals that the two most 
frequent URLs are summitrdu.com/messages and summitrdu.com/events.  
The first URL, summitrdu.com/messages, links congregants to a webpage that houses 
hundreds of online video sermons, organized by preacher, series, and book of the Bible. Thus, in 
addition to providing information about weekend services within the body of Facebook posts, 
Summit Church also includes a link to a webpage with hundreds of video sermons. The second 
URL, summitrdu.com/events, points congregants to featured events, as well as a calendar of 
recurring events. Congregants are able to search this page by campus, event category, and event 
type in order to locate the event details they are inquiring about. This might mean that in order to 




provide information on sermons, church services, and provide opportunities for congregants to 
physically gather on the church’s campus. 
To this point, this section within the Results has discussed results for two of the three 
target relationships at the focus of RQ2. The next section discusses results for the indicators that 
form the last target relationship before presenting results regarding associations among the target 
relationships and the platforms included in the content analysis. 
Third Target Relationship: Intra-Congregational Relationships 
The final public-centric target relationship included in RQ2 is intra-congregational 
relationships. Two sub-indicators form this composite indicator, including inclusion of 
information on physical events and small groups. Results suggest Summit Church includes 
information on physical events in their devotional campaigns (n = 263) more often than small 
groups (n = 53). Physical events are included more often on every platform analyzed, with the 
exception of non-event webpages. Within non-event webpages, Summit Church included 
information about small groups more frequently (n = 22) than information about physical events 
(n = 17). Across all platforms, the most frequently promoted physical events include Christmas 
at the Durham Performing Arts Center (DPAC) (n = 31), followed by ServeRDU (n = 22), and 
Starting Point (n = 13). Indeed, results suggest the most frequently included physical events 
might place intra-congregational relationships at the center of the event, or as a secondary 
relationship the megachurch aims to encourage. 
For example, Christmas at DPAC is an annual event hosted by Summit Church that 
consists of a Christmas Eve service where the majority of the time is spent worshiping with 
music. The event is created for congregants, congregants visiting friends and family, and 




congregants to invite their friends, family members, coworkers, and neighbors for a 
contemporary worship service that heavily emphasizes religious musical performances, and only 
briefly discusses Jesus birth and the meaning behind Christmas celebrations. Thus, one might 
argue that Christmas at DPAC is a unique opportunity for congregants to develop new intra-
congregational relationships, for potential congregants to develop a new relationship with God, 
and for potential congregants to cultivate a new Church–congregant relationship.  
 Importantly, content analysis results on cultivation strategies for intra-congregational 
relationships slightly contrast the public relations programs interview participants discussed 
earlier in phase one of the results section. Indeed, communication employees from multiple 
megachurches described their reliance on virtual and physical small groups for the formation of 
intra-congregational relationships. However, results suggest Summit Church might rely on 
physical events, like Christmas at DPAC, ServeRDU, and Starting Point within their public 
relations programs to encourage the formation of intra-congregational relationships. In other 
words, because Summit Church rarely promotes small groups within their public relations 
materials (n = 53), results suggest that Summit Church utilizes physical events to encourage the 
formation of intra-congregational relationships (n = 263) within their devotional campaigns.  
Yet, upon closer examination of their most frequently promoted physical events, it 
appears intra-congregational relationships still take a back seat to God–congregant and Church–
congregant relationships. As discussed earlier in the results section, ServeRDU prioritizes 
Church–community relationships, and intra-congregational relationships occur as an outcome of 
strategic effort to volunteer with other congregants. Similar to ServeRDU, one could argue that 
the Starting Point event might prioritize Church–congregant relationships because it is an event 




any questions you have” (Starting Point, n.d.). The lack of emphasis on intra-congregational 
relationships within Summit Church’s public relations materials could suggest Summit Church 
does not rely on intra-congregational relationships to maintain congregant engagement, or it 
could suggest congregant engagement is already so high that promotion of opportunities for 
intra-congregational relationships is unnecessary. To answer these questions, this study digs 
deeper into the content analysis results and then examine the strength of covenantal intra-
congregational relationships for RQ1. 
 Descriptive results regarding sub-indicators for the intra-congregational target 
relationship highlight inconsistencies between previous research and findings in the current 
study. For instance, previous research laments that megachurches rely on small groups to 
manage congregant’s feelings of loneliness and isolation (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010), and 
interview participants claim they rely on small groups for the formation of intra-congregational 
relationships. Yet, small groups were one of the least included sub-indicators on the majority of 
platforms analyzed. Furthermore, when examining the most utilized sub-indicator for this target 
relationship (i.e. physical events), it appears that other target relationships, like the God–
congregant and Church–congregant target relationships are primary or secondary relationships 
for physical events. Thus, does this mean small groups are not prioritized within Summit Church 
or that intra-congregational relationships are the least prioritized target relationship for Summit 
Church? Next, the Results for RQ2 dives deeper into the data to answer these questions.   
Comparing Target Relationships and Platforms 
 So far, data suggests Summit Church might utilize devotional campaigns to encourage 
the formation of the three target relationships that are the focus for RQ2. However, results 




indicating Summit Church might prioritize the Church–congregant relationship over the other 
public-centric target relationships. Sub-indicators for Church–congregant target relationships 
occur most often within Summit Church’s devotional campaigns (n = 1,170), followed by sub-
indicators for the God–congregant target relationship (n = 1,011), followed by sub-indicators for 
the intra-congregational target relationship (n = 316). Furthermore, sub-indicators for the 
Church–congregant target relationship were more frequently included within four out of the six 
platforms analyzed. The two exceptions to this finding occur on Summit Church’s website. 
Specifically, sub-indicators for the intra-congregational target relationship were included most 
often on event webpages (n = 72) and sub-indicators for the God–congregant target relationship 
were included most often on non-event webpages (n = 204).  
A Pearson chi-square test of independence revealed statistically significant association 
with the platforms in this study and all three target relationships, including intra-congregational 
relationships (χ2 = 35.87, df = 5, p < .00), Church–congregant relationships (χ2 = 538.64, df = 5, p 
< .00), and God–congregant relationships (χ2 = 420.31, df = 5, p < .00). When examining the 
strength of these associations, Cramer’s V revealed the strongest association between platforms 
and a Church–congregant relationship (0.303), followed by platforms and the God–congregant 
relationship (0.288), and the weakest association for platforms and intra-congregational 
relationships (0.150) (Riffe et al., 2019). Overall, data might suggest this megachurch promotes 
three public-centric relationships within their devotional campaigns and prioritizes Church–
congregant relationships over intra-congregational relationships and God–congregant 





 The prioritization of Church–congregant relationships is particularly evident when 
examining the exclusivity of each target relationship and relationship pairings. For instance, 
Table 11 displays a summary of the sum of all sub-indicators when just one target relationship is 
the focus within one public relations material (first three rows), and when two or more target 
relationships are the focus within one public relations material (last four rows). Data suggest that 
when only one target relationship is included within the public relations material, sub-indicators 
for Church–congregant relationships were included more frequently (n = 258) when compared to 
the God–congregant relationship (n = 137) and intra-congregational relationships (n = 31).  
Table 11.  
Summary of Mutually Exclusive Target Relationships 
  Public-Centric Relationship Cultivation Strategies 


























137 (9.32) 0 (4.99) 0 (1.34) 
Church–congregant 
relationship 
0 (8.12) 258 (12.09) 0 (2.54) 
Intra-congregational 
relationship 
0 (0.97) 0 (1.13) 31 (14.53) 
Relationship with God + 
Church–congregant 
relationship 
555 (2.84) 506 (0.01) 0 (10.44) 
Relationship with God + 
intra-congregational 
relationship 




0 (6.48) 123 (0.56) 83 (9.67) 
All relationships 279 (0.05) 283 (0.72) 162 (4.20) 
Note: The sum of sub-indicators appears within each cell, with the Pearson residual appearing within parentheses. 
 
When sub-indicators of two target relationships were included within the public relations 




public relations material included sub-indicators for the Church–congregant relationship (n = 
123) and intra-congregational relationships (n = 83). When a post or webpage included sub-
indicators for both a God–congregant relationship and a Church–congregant relationship, sub-
indicators for the God–congregant relationship occurred more often (Table 11). Lastly, a select 
number of public relations materials included all three target relationships within the same post, 
newsletter, or webpage. Within these materials, Summit Church included more sub-indicators of 
Church–congregant relationships (n = 283) than sub-indicators for the God–congregant 
relationship ( n= 279) and intra-congregational relationships (n = 162). In sum, data suggest 
Summit Church includes more sub-indicators for the Church–congregant relationship in their 
public relations materials, thus indicating that Summit Church might prioritize this relationship 
over other public-centric relationships in the networked devotional-promotional engagement 
model. 
 Despite the possible prioritization of Church–congregant relationships within Summit 
Church’s devotional campaigns, a closer examination of Pearson’s residuals reveals intra-
congregational relationships account for much of the strength behind various chi-square values. 
For instance, a chi-square test of independence between mutually exclusive target relationships 
and paired target relationships reveal statistically significant differences among the target 
relationships (χ2 = 1285.47, df = 12, p < .00). When examining Pearson’s residuals, it becomes 
apparent that sub-indicators for intra-congregational relationships positively contribute to the 
chi-square value more than sub-indicators for a Church–congregant relationship (Table 11). In 
other words, sub-indicators for intra-congregational relationships account for 49.57% of the chi-
square value (thus the most significance), whereas sub-indicators for the Church–congregant 





















God–congregant relationship accounts for 27.91% of the chi-square value. The value of sub-
indicators for intra-congregational relationships is evident when comparing the sum of 
relationship sub-indicators for the three relationship targets with the six platforms as well. A chi-
square test reveals differences in the relationships (χ2 = 198.43, df = 10, p < .00), and Pearson’s 
residuals reveal intra-congregational relationships contribute more positively to the chi-square 
value when juxtaposed with the two other target relationships within the networked engagement 
model (dark blue dot in Figure 11).  
Figure 11.  


















Notes. Blue dots indicate a positive Pearson residual, or a positive association between the target relationship and 
platform. Red dots (pink or peach) indicate a negative Pearson residual, or repulsion between the target relationship 
and platform. The size of the dot reveals the relationship contribution to the chi-square analysis. In other words, 
larger dots have a proportionally larger contribution than smaller spheres. 
 
To this point in the results section, this study has revealed that megachurches aim to 
employ the networked devotional-promotional engagement model through the use of devotional-
promotional communication campaigns. Additionally, an analysis of one megachurch’s public 
relations materials suggests that this megachurch utilized devotional-promotional communication 




including God–congregant relationships, Church–congregant relationships, and intra-
congregational relationships. In summary, the results section thus far has found evidence to 
support the assertion that tier two engagement (i.e. connections, relationships) is a goal for 
megachurches, and they encourage public-centric relationships through a specific strategy that 
utilizes tier one engagement (i.e. present opportunities to engage and interact via social media, 
events). 
However, the current study is not able to evaluate the success of these devotional 
campaigns, nor the existence of covenantal relationships through interviews with megachurch 
communication employees or through a content analysis of devotional campaigns. It is necessary 
to survey Summit Church’s congregants to evaluate their perception of covenantal relationships 
with God, the Church, and other congregants. Furthermore, it is also vital to survey congregants 
in order to understand how Summit Church’s devotional campaigns, and their possible 
prioritization of certain relationships over others, might impact congregants’ relationships with 
God, the Church, and other congregants. The final research question answered within phase one 
of this dissertation examines the potential impact of Summit Church’s devotional campaigns.  
Congregants’ Perception of Relationship with the Church, God, and Other Congregants 
RQ1 sought to uncover the extent to which congregants perceive the presence of 
covenantal relationships between congregants and the Church ( = 0.95, M = 5.92, SD = 1.04), 
between congregants and God ( = 0.82, M = 5.84, SD = 0.92), and among congregants.8 This 
study surveyed congregants within Summit Church to answer RQ1 and to address current 
limitations regarding who can be a provider and fulfiller of needs within a covenantal 
relationship, as well as to argue that covenantal relationships can occur among various entities, 
 
8 As a reminder, no scale was created to assess covenantal relationships among congregants since respondents 




not just between clergy and congregants. Results suggest respondents perceive a covenantal 
relationship with God, with Summit Church, and with other congregants at Summit Church. 
Table 12 provides descriptive results for the two composite scales that represent the God–
congregant relationship and Church–congregant relationship, as well as the variables that 
measured covenantal relationships for each alter the respondent listed that is also a member 
within Summit Church. 
Table 12. 
Descriptive Results for RQ1 




God–congregant relationship 5.84 0.92 6.00 
Church–congregant relationship 5.92 1.04 6.18 
Intra-congregational covenantal relationships    
Please indicate the degree to which other congregants accept you for 
who you are, not who he or she wants you to be. 
6.63 0.77 7.00 
Please indicate the degree to which other congregants treats people as 
equal partners. 
6.56 0.84 7.00 
Please indicate the degree to which other congregants are willing to 
spend time to build a relationship with you. 
5.99 1.22 6.00 
Please indicate the degree to which other congregants involves others 
in planning actions that need to be taken. 
5.45 1.53 6.00 
Note: Each measure was measured with a 1-7 Likert scale, with “1” indicating disagreement and “7” 
indicating agreement. Therefore, a high mean (close to 7) indicates a strong relationship. 
 
 For instance, respondents indicated they perceive covenantal relationships with the 
individuals they listed that they are close to within Summit Church. The four measures to assess 
covenantal relationships were posed for every person a respondent listed they are friends with 
within Summit Church (see Table 12 for a list of the four measures). In other words, 160 
respondents indicated they have covenantal relationships with 582 other individuals within 
Summit Church, which forms an average of 3.6 intra-congregational covenantal relationships per 
survey respondent. This finding demonstrates that covenantal relationships are not solely limited 




of needs with other congregants when they are involved in a covenantal relationship (Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006).  
Next, respondents perceive a strong relationship between themselves and God based on 
the God attachment scale utilized to measure a covenantal relationship with a deity ( = 0.82, M 
= 5.84, SD = 0.92). This scale measured the degree to which respondents feel God avoids them, 
makes them feel anxious, and provides security. Therefore, in Table 13, a low mean indicates the 
perception of a strong and positive God–congregant covenantal relationship for the avoidance 
and anxiety dimensions. Respondents did not resonate with God–avoidance or God–anxiety 
survey items, and indicated that God–secure items are “very characteristic of me.” See Table 13 
for a closer look at each variable that forms the God–congregant scale.  
Table 13.  
Descriptive Results for Relationship With God Survey Items 




God–Avoidance Dimension 1.54 0.99 1.00 
God seems impersonal to me. 1.74 1.41 1.00 
God seems to have little or no interest in my personal problems. 1.46 0.93 1.00 
God seems to have little or no interest in my personal affairs. 1.48 1.07 1.00 
God–Secure Dimension 6.13 0.96 6.33 
I have a warm relationship with God. 5.99 1.16 6.00 
God knows when I need support. 6.48 1.05 7.00 
I feel that God is generally responsive to me. 5.87 1.26 6.00 
God–Anxiety Dimension 3.07 1.54 3.00 
God sometimes seems responsive to my needs, but sometimes not. 4.25 2.09 5.00 
God’s reactions to me seem to be inconsistent. 2.45 1.81 2.00 
God sometimes seems very warm and other times very cold to me. 2.55 1.81 2.00 
Notes: Measures in the God–avoidance and God–anxiety dimensions were reverse coded when 
calculating Cronbach’s alpha for the entire composite scale. The raw alpha value for this composite scale 
is 0.82 and the standard alpha value is 0.85. Minimum value of 1 translates to “not at all characteristic of 
me,” and maximum value of 7 translates to “very characteristic of me.” 
 
To clarify, results from this survey do not and cannot suggest that a strong relationship with God 
is a result of devotional campaigns. While that is the argument Tilson and colleagues crafted 
within their research, this study cannot form those associations based on the methods utilized 




 Lastly, congregants perceive a positive relationship with Summit Church, as measured 
through Hon and Grunig’s (1999) organization-public relationship scale (M = 5.92, SD = 1.04). 
Results suggest respondents evaluated each of the four relationship dimensions positively, thus 
indicating a strong and positive organization-public relationship. For example, when looking at 
the individual dimensions present within Hon and Grunig’s (1999) scale, it appears respondents 
score the highest on the trust and satisfaction dimensions, solely based on the mean the 
individual measures within the composite scale. While determining that stakeholders perceive a 
relationship with an organization through Hon and Grunig’s (1999) organization-public 
relationship scale is not new, determining this relationship exists between a megachurch and 
their congregants is novel. See Table 14 for results for all the measures that form this composite 




























Table 14.  
Descriptive Results for Relationship With Church Survey Items 




Trust 6.35 0.96 6.67 
I believe that Summit Church treats congregants fairly and justly. 6.41 1.12 7.00 
Whenever Summit Church makes an important decision, I know it 
will be concerned about its congregants. 
6.41 1.04 7.00 
Summit Church can be relied on to keep its promises. 6.39 1.08 7.00 
I am willing to let Summit Church make decisions for congregants 
like me. 
6.11 1.40 7.00 
I feel very confident about Summit Church’s capabilities. 6.34 1.21 7.00 
Summit Church has the ability to accomplish what it says it will do. 6.34 1.21 7.00 
Control mutuality 5.70 1.18 6.00 
Summit Church and congregants like me are attentive to what each 
other say. 
5.89 1.24 6.00 
Summit Church believes the opinions of congregants like me are 
legitimate. 
5.96 1.31 6.00 
In dealing with congregants like me, Summit Church has a tendency 
to throw its weight around. (reverse) 
2.44 1.66 2.00 
Summit Church really listens to what congregants like me have to 
say. 
5.37 1.68 6.00 
Commitment 5.37 1.48 5.67 
I do not feel like “part of the family” at Summit Church. (reverse) 2.70 1.85 2.00 
Summit Church has a great deal of personal meaning for me. 5.59 1.65 6.00 
There is a long-lasting bond between Summit Church and 
congregants like me. 
5.21 1.79 6.00 
Satisfaction 5.89 1.30 6.25 
I am happy with Summit Church. 6.01 1.39 6.00 
Both Summit Church and congregants like me benefit from the 
relationship. 
6.05 1.37 7.00 
Most congregants like me are happy in their interactions with Summit 
Church. 
5.81 1.26 6.00 
Generally speaking, I am pleased with the relationship Summit 
Church has established with me. 
5.64 1.66 6.00 
Note: Two measures were reverse coded when calculating Cronbach’s alpha for the composite scale 
(“…throw its weight around” and “…do not feel like part of the family”). Minimum value of 1 translates 
to “strongly disagree,” and maximum value of 7 translates to “strongly agree.”  
 
Review of Results Within Phase One 
To this point, this study has answered each of the four research questions posed in phase 
one of this dissertation. The open-ended semi-structured interviews revealed that megachurches 
aim to cultivate six relationships (RQ3). These six relationships include the five originally 




addition of the Church–community relationship. Additionally, interview data reveal 
megachurches utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage the 
formation of all relationships within the networked engagement model, with special attention 
given to intra-public relationships (RQ4). Results from a quantitative content analysis suggest 
Summit Church, the megachurch that serves as the site for the rest of the dissertation, utilizes 
devotional campaigns to encourage the formation of three public-centric relationships (RQ2). 
And finally, survey results suggest respondents, who are congregants within Summit Church, 
perceive covenantal relationships between themselves and God, themselves and the Church, and 
with other congregants within Summit Church (RQ1).  
Phase one was necessary in order to understand if megachurches actually aim for this 
relational engagement model and utilize this type of communication strategy. While the 
interviews revealed that megachurches utilize the networked engagement model and devotional 
campaigns, revealing that goal is not enough. Indeed, recognizing that the networked 
engagement model is a goal reveals limited information about the actual materials produced and 
disseminated to stakeholders. In other words, it is not enough to assume that professionals’ 
interpretations of their own work actually appear in the communication products they produce. 
Then, after revealing a discrepancy between what megachurches believe they prioritize (i.e. 
God–congregant relationship) compared to what they actually include more sub-indicators for 
(i.e. Church–congregant relationship), it became necessary to evaluate congregants’ perceptions 
of these public-centric relationships. Hearing from congregants was the final step in phase one, 
and a necessary step in order to connect the consumers of these communication products to the 




planning, implementation, and evaluation, which reveals how megachurches practice public 
relations, how communicators view their efforts, and potential outcomes of their efforts.  
 Phase one of this dissertation joined well-researched public relations concepts, such as 
engagement and relationship management, with overlooked relationship types, strategies, and 
models, including covenantal relationships, devotional-promotional communication campaigns, 
and the devotional-promotional communication model. The purpose of phase one was to fill 
existing gaps in public relations literature by proposing a new model of religious public relations, 
examine the accuracy and existence of the model, and build upon the foundation Tilson and 
colleagues have laid (Tilson, 2005, 2011, 2012; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006). Importantly, phase one also laid the foundation for examining congregant engagement. 
Results for research questions within phase one point to methods for how congregant 
engagement is formed, as well as the extent to which megachurches prioritize congregant 
engagement. Next, we turn to phase two to examine the potential impact of congregant 






CHAPTER FIVE: PHASE 2 RESULTS 
Phase two of the current study focuses on congregant engagement specifically by 
assessing factors that contribute to congregant engagement and the potential impact of 
congregant engagement on specific types of capital and relationships. Within this phase, 
congregant engagement is separated into three tiers. Tier one of congregant engagement is the 
lowest level of congregant engagement and measured by consuming and contributing behavior 
on Summit Church’s social networking sites. Tier two of congregant engagement is a mid-level 
tier of engagement and measured by feelings of embeddedness within the Summit Church 
congregation, past participation behavior, and total number of intra-congregational ties. Finally, 
tier three of congregant engagement is the highest level of congregant engagement and is 
measured in four ways, including past tithing, volunteer, and conversion behaviors as well as 
future tithing intentions. 
The five research questions within phase two of this dissertation focus on respondents’ 
discussion networks and their intra-congregational relationships specifically (RQ5), as well as 
factors that could influence congregant engagement (RQ6-7) and the potential impact of 
congregant engagement (RQ8-9). A survey of congregants within Summit Church addressed 
RQ8-9, and collected ego network data to address RQ5-7. The research questions are answered 
in order within phase two of the results section, starting with RQ5.  
Overlapping Discussion Networks and the Presence of Intra-Congregational Ties 
 The fifth research question focused on the extent that congregants’ religious discussion 




within each network. To answer this research question, this study asked each respondent a three-
part name generator battery. The first had respondents list who they talk to about (1) important 
matters, (2) the who they talk to about religious matters (outward), and who talks to them about 
religious matters (inward). Respondents then identified the individuals listed who are also 
congregants within Summit Church. See Table 15 for descriptive results on discussion networks. 
To clarify, the individuals who respondents listed that they talk to about important matters are 
referred to as their “core discussion network.” 
Results suggest there is high overlap between religious and core discussion networks, and 
a quarter of the alters within each discussion network are also congregants. Starting with the data 
from the important matters name generator, the data indicate that respondents typically discuss 
“important matters” with an average of six people. The individuals that respondents listed within 
the name generators are referred to as alters. The focal “node” is the respondent (i.e. ego) who 
listed the discussion partners or alters they are connected to (i.e. has a relationship with) (Perry, 
Pescosolido, Borgatti, 2018). Of alters who were listed within the important matters name 
generator, 76.24% were also present within the religious matters name generators. This means 
that in a scenario where a respondent listed 10 individuals, the typical respondent discussed 
religious matters with approximately seven of those ten individuals. Since respondents in this 
study discuss core matters with an average of six alters, the average respondent discusses core 
matters and religious matters with the approximately four alters. This reveals unique insights 
regarding functional specificity hypothesis and selective tie activation for specific needs, 
problems, or desires. Namely, congregants within Summit Church discuss multiple topics with 
the same individuals, therefore there is less selective tie activation for certain topics. A strength 




highly redundant information and have few conduits to access new information. More on this is 
discussed after completely answering RQ5.  
Turning to alters listed within the religious matters name generators, results suggest 
respondents activated ties (i.e. outgoing ties) to discuss religious matters with an average of five 
people and an average of five people activated ties (i.e. incoming ties) to discuss religious 
matters with respondents. Furthermore, of alters listed within the religious matters name 
generators, 45.93% are also present within the important matters name generator. This serves as 
evidence of high overlap from core discussion networks to religious discussion networks, and 
less overlap from religious discussion networks to core discussion networks.  
Table 15.  
Number of Alters List by Name Generator  
Name Generator Average Minimum Maximum Median 
Important matters  6.51 0 10 6 
Religious matters (inward) 5.83 0 10 5 
Religious matters (outward) 5.19 0 10 5 
Intra-congregational ties 5.04 0 10 5 
Note: Religious matters name generator “(inward)” reflects individuals who the respondents talks to 
religious matters, whereas “(outward)” indicates individuals who comes to the respondent to discuss 
religious matters. 
 
Next, RQ5b asked to what extent are intra-congregational ties present within core 
discussion networks and religious discussion networks. Of alters within the core discussion 
network, 24.43% are also congregants within Summit Church, 13.43% are also members within 
the respondents’ small group, and seven percent have served in a leadership role within Summit 
Church. On the other hand, of alters within the religious discussion networks, 28.25% are 
congregants within Summit Church, 16.25% are also members within the respondents’ small 
group, and 8.75% have served in a leadership role within Summit Church. Therefore, while 




congregational ties, respondents’ religious discussion networks have slightly more intra-
congregational ties present when compared to core discussion networks.   
Results for RQ5 assist in setting the stage to assess the degree to which intra-
congregational ties are embedded within a respondent’s social network, and to uncover topics 
discussed among intra-congregational ties. However, overlap in discussion networks and the 
presence of intra-congregational ties within each of the discussion networks do not provide much 
detail about factors that might impact congregant engagement, or outcomes of congregant 
engagement. The next section reviews factors that might impact congregant engagement, 
specifically network structure and composition. 
The Association Between Network Structure and Composition with Congregant 
Engagement 
 The next two research questions, RQ6 and RQ7, direct attention to the extent to which 
network structure and composition are associated with congregant engagement. Network 
structure was measured by the size of the network (degree), the cohesiveness of the network 
(density), and the extent to which new or redundant information flows through the network 
(efficiency). Network composition was measured by examining the portion of alters’ faith 
affiliations, congregational affiliations, small group affiliations, and leadership roles within 
Summit Church (e.g. small group leaders, organizational leader, etc.). In line with previous ego 
network analyses on congregational ties, this study also measured network composition by 
examining the portion of alters’ marital status and gender (Merino, 2013; Schafer, 2018). The 
networks analyzed for RQ6-7 consist of the ten alters respondents indicate were their closest 




As a reminder, tier one engagement was measured with consuming ( = 0.87, M = 3.25, 
SD = 1.00) and contributing ( = 0.85, M = 2.01, SD = 0.97) social media behavior. 
Additionally, tier two engagement was measured by past participation behavior (M = 3.47, SD = 
1.35), total number of intra-congregational ties (M = 5.04), and feelings of embeddedness ( = 
0.83, M = 5.28, SD = 1.51). Lastly, tier three engagement was measured with past conversion (M 
= 0.34, SD = 0.48), tithing (M = 0.93, SD = 0.25), and volunteer (M = 0.73, SD = 0.44) behavior, 
as well as future tithing intentions (M = 0.92, SD = 0.27). 
Before discussing results for RQ6-7, it is necessary to briefly describe the typical 
respondent’s network before diving into the association between network structure and 
composition on consuming and contributing behavior on Summit Church’s social networking 
sites (tier one engagement), feelings of embeddedness, participation, and total number of intra-
congregational ties (tier two engagement), as well as future tithing intentions and past tithing, 
volunteer, and converting behavior (tier three engagement). On average, respondent’s networks 
are large and relatively well-connected with a network size of eight alters (M = 8.09, SD = 2.45) 
and a density score of .62 (SD = 0.21). The density score suggests that 62% of all possible ties in 
the typical respondent’s network actually exist. Such a well-connected structure suggests 
information likely travels quickly and efficiently among individuals within the network but is 
likely redundant since the alters are connected to one another. The efficiency score of 0.85 (SD = 
0.10) supports this conclusion by revealing that information is efficiently exchanged within the 
network (Latora & Marchiori, 2001). In other words, an interconnected network means 
information flows easily; however, novel information has trouble entering the network since the 
network is moderately interconnected. There are fewer opportunities for new information to 




Turning to the network composition, respondents indicated that nearly all alters within 
their networks believe in the same faith as alters (M = 90.74, SD = 16.11), while only a small 
percentage of alters follow a different belief system (M = 6.63, SD = 12.99). Additionally, 
slightly less than half of alters in respondents’ networks are part of the same congregation as 
respondents, slightly less than a quarter are part of the same small group, and slightly less are 
leaders within Summit Church. Furthermore, over half of the alters are women (M = 64.76, SD = 
27.15) and are married (M = 69.15, SD = 27.24). See Table 16 for descriptive results for network 
structure and composition. 
Table 16.  
Descriptive Results for Network Structure and Composition 
Variables Mean SD Median 
Network Structure - - - 
   Density 0.62 0.21 0.62 
   Degree 8.09 2.45 10 
   Efficiency 0.85 0.10 0.86 
Network Composition - - - 
   Alter: Same faith 90.74 16.11 100.00 
   Alter: Same congregation 45.87 28.91 42.90 
   Alter: Same small group 23.80 20.92 20.00 
   Alter: Leadership position within Summit 15.44 19.23 10.00 
   Alter: No congregational affiliation with Summit 45.40 27.97 40.00 
   Alter: Married 69.15 27.24 75.00 
   Alter: Gender 64.76 27.15 71.40 
   Alter: Different religion 6.63 12.99 0.00 
 
In regard to RQ6 and RQ7, results suggest mixed influence for network structure and 
composition on two tiers of engagement, specifically tier two and three. First, neither network 
structure (RQ6) or composition (RQ7) are associated with consuming and contributing behavior 
on Summit Church’s social networking sites (i.e. tier one congregant engagement). After 
controlling for respondent demographics like age, education, and income, a hierarchical 
regression revealed a statistically significant change in one model for respondents’ consuming 
behavior on social networking sites; however no single measure for network structure or 




explained by the respondent’s race and religious capital. Indeed, if a respondent indicated that 
they are not white, then they are more likely to like, follow, and view videos on Summit 
Church’s social networking sites (ß = -.18, p < .05). Additionally, results suggest that if a 
respondent has more religious capital, then they are more likely to consume content on Summit 
Church’s social networking sites (ß = .19, p < .05).  
Regarding contributing behavior, a hierarchical regression revealed a statistically 
significant change in the models; however neither network structure or composition contributed 
to the model’s significance. Respondent education was the most consistent contributor to the 
model’s significance, suggesting that if a respondent’s highest level of education is a high school 
degree or associates degree, then they are more likely to post comments, photos, videos, and 
share Summit Church’s content on social media (ß = -.65, p < .05). See Table 17 for results of 
the hierarchical regression analyses for network structure and composition for consuming and 
contributing behavior. 
Moving to tier two engagement, the first measure utilized to assess tier two engagement 
is a respondent’s feeling of embeddedness within the congregation at Summit Church. After 
controlling for respondent demographics, results from the hierarchical regression analysis 
suggest network structure (RQ6) and composition (RQ7) are both associated with feeling 
embedded within the congregational network. Specifically, results suggest the size of a 
respondent’s network has a statistically significant association to the degree to which a 
congregant feels embedded within their congregation (ß = .18, p < .01). The larger the 
respondent’s network is, the more embedded one feels within the congregation. Additionally, 
having a greater proportion of alters within one’s network who are also part of the same 




feeling embedded within the congregational network. Respondents with greater proportions of 
alters who also attend Summit Church and are part of the respondent’s small group are more 





Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Tier One Engagement (RQ6-7) 
  Tier one engagement 
 Variables Consuming behavior Contributing behavior 




















s Gender  .31 .28 .17 .31 .14 .06 -.03 .03 
HHI -.17 -.17 -.09 -.17 -.38 -.36 -.32 -.28 
Education -.55* -.52* -.63* -.60 -.65** -.62** -.65* -.60* 
Race -.03 .03 .01 -.18* -.36 -.20 -.17 -.30 
Married .41 .45 .32 .46 .21 .33 .23 .37 
Parents -.03 -.05 -.16 -.23 .50* .41 .34 .28 



















 Degree - -.02 .00 -.01 - -.05 -.02 -.01 
Density - -.22 -.16 -.18 - -.58 -.33 -.15 
Efficiency - .09 -.50 .04 - .77 .51 1.07 
























Alter: Same faith - - .01 .01 - - .00 .01 
Alter: Same congregation - - .00 .00 - - -.00 -.00 
Alter: Same small group - - -.00 -.00 - - -.00 -.00 
Alter: Leadership role - - -.00 -.00 - - -.00 .00 
Alter: No cong affiliation - - .00 -.00 - - -.00 -.00 
Alter: Married - - .00 .00 - - .00 .00 
Alter: Gender - - .00 .00 - - .00 .00 
Alter: Different faith - - .02 .02 - - .01 .01 











Religious capital - - - .19* - - - -.15 
Spiritual capital - - - -.02 - - - -.01 
          
 R2 .11 .11 .21 .23 .19 .22 .24 .24 
 Adjusted R2 .05 .03 .05 .09 .14 .14 .09 .10 
 Δ Adjusted R2 .06 .08 .16 .14 .05 .08 .15 .14 
 ΔF 2.03 1.37 1.36 1.66* 3.87** 2.95** 1.65 1.78* 
Notes: All β are standardized coefficients for hierarchical forced entry multiple regressions. “No cong affil” refers to no congregational affiliation with 
Summit Church. Gender refers to 1 = female, 0 = male, HHI refers to 1 = $70,000+, 0 = $69,000 and under, Education refers to 1 = Bachelor’s or graduate 
degree, 0 = associate’s degree, high school degree, or some high school, Race refers to 1 = white, 0 = all other races, Married refers to 1 = married, 0 = not 
married, Parents refers to 1 = parents, 0 = not parents.  









Participation behavior, specifically in church activities not associated with Sunday 
morning worship, was the second measure of tier two engagement. Results suggest both network 
structure and composition are associated with the degree to which a respondent participates in 
choir, prayer meetings, small group, and service groups in the past 12 months at Summit Church. 
The size of a respondent’s network is positively associated with participation behavior (ß = .25, p 
< .001), suggesting that the larger a respondent’s network is, then the more likely they are to 
participate in church activities. Additionally, two network composition variable have significant 
associations with participation in church activities. First, having a greater proportion of alters 
within the same small group has a positive association with a respondent’s participation in 
church activities (ß = .01, p < .01). Second, having a greater proportion of alters with no 
congregational affiliation within the respondent’s network has a negative association with 
participating in church activities (ß = -.02, p < .01). Therefore, results suggest that the proportion 
of alters who are in the same small group at Summit Church as the respondent has a positive 
association with the degree to which a respondent participates in church activities. 
The last measure used to assess tier two congregant engagement is the total number of 
intra-congregational ties. After controlling for respondent demographics like gender and income, 
results of the hierarchical regression suggest two measures of network structure and two 
measures of network composition are associated with the total number of intra-congregational 
ties. Similar to results regarding the association between network structure and feelings of 
embeddedness and participation, network size (i.e. degree) has a significant positive association 
with the number of intra-congregational ties a respondent has within Summit Church (ß = .52, p 
< .001). Network density is also positively associated with respondents’ number of intra-





individuals who know one another (i.e. densely connected) have more intra-congregational ties at 
Summit Church.  
Turning to the association between network composition and the number of intra-
congregational ties, the results suggest that the faith of alters is influential, as well as the 
proportion of alters who are not associated with Summit Church. Respondents with a greater 
proportion of alters who follow the same Christian faith is positively associated with the 
respondent’s total number of intra-congregational ties (ß = .05, p < .01). On the other hand, 
respondents with a greater proportion of alters who are not associated with Summit Church is 
negatively associated with the respondent’s total number of intra-congregational ties (ß = -.04, p 
< .001). 
It is also worth noting the significant non-network measures from this model. The results 
suggest respondent’s gender and race are also associated with the total number of intra-
congregational ties a respondent has. In other words, if a respondent indicated they are male, 
then results suggest they have more intra-congregational ties (ß = -1.65, p < .001) and if a 
respondent is not white, they have more intra-congregational ties (ß = -2.15, p < .001).  
To this point, results for RQ6-7 suggest network structure and composition have no 
influence on consuming and contributing behavior on social media (i.e. tier one engagement). As 
one would suspect, network structure and composition have mixed association with feelings of 
embeddedness, participation behavior, and total number of intra-congregational ties (i.e. tier two 
engagement). See Table 18 for results of the hierarchical regression analyses for network 
structure and composition for each of the three measures utilized to form tier two engagement. 
Next, to finish answering RQ6-7, the results section turns to results from the logistic regression 






Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Tier Two Engagement (RQ6-7) 
  Tier two engagement 
 Variables Feelings of embeddedness Participation behavior Total number of Intra-congregational ties 




















s Gender  -.03 .06 .32 .41 -.31 -.09 -.44 -.27 -2.12*** -1.65*** -1.07 -1.14 
HHI .01 .22 .25 .26 .14 .35 .35 .33 .30 .44 .54 .59 
Education -.57 -.88** -1.07** -.80** .27 -.10 .11 -.00 .19 -.40 .11 .09 
Race .48 .22 .17 .47 .10 -.35 -.31 -.25 .40 -.85 -2.15*** -2.09** 
Married .50 .48 .09 .12 .41 .26 -.06 -.11 .41 -.17 -.10 -.19 
Parents -.14 -.30 -.60 -.65* -.46 -.51 -.44 -.71* .12 .39 .06 .03 



















 Degree - .18** .13* .11* - .25*** .21*** .22*** - .52*** .36*** .36*** 
Density - -.09 -.22 -.09 - -.00 .96 1.09 - 2.75* 2.35** 2.31* 
Efficiency - 1.19 1.14 1.60 - -1.03 -.61 -.02 - -2.16 1.22 1.09 
























Alter: Same faith - - .00 .00 - - .00 .00 - - .05** .04* 
Alter: Same congregation - - .01* .01* - - -.00 -.00 - - - - 
Alter: Same small group - - .01* .01* - - .01** .01** - - -.00 -.00 
Alter: Leadership role - - -.00 -.00 - - -.00 .00 - - -.00 -.00 
Alter: No cong affiliation - - .00 .00 - - -.02** -.02** - - -.04*** -.04*** 
Alter: Married - - .01 .01 - - .00 .00 - - .00 .00 
Alter: Gender - - -.00 -.00 - - .00 .00 - - .00 .00 
Alter: Different faith - - .01 .01 - - .03 .02 - - .03 .03 












- - - .30 - - - .09 - - - .00 
Spiritual capital - - - .08 - - - -.00 - - - .05 
              
 R2 .06 .16 .31 .38 .05 .21 .45 .47 .15 .37 .65 .65 
 Adjusted R2 .00 .08 .18 .27 -.00 .13 .34 .37 .11 .32 .59 .59 
 Δ Adjusted R2 .06 .08 .13 .11 .05 .08 .11 .10 .04 .05 .06 .06 
 ΔF 1.05 2.02* 2.34** 3.38*** .85 2.80** 4.13*** 4.81*** 3.64** 7.46*** 12.28*** 10.82*** 
Notes: All β are standardized coefficients for hierarchical forced entry multiple regressions. “No cong affil” refers to no congregational affiliation with Summit Church. 
“Alter: Same congregation” was removed from the model for total number of intra-congregational ties because it is an identical measure, therefore redundant. Gender refers 
to 1 = female, 0 = male, HHI refers to 1 = $70,000+, 0 = $69,000 and under, Education refers to 1 = Bachelor’s or graduate degree, 0 = associate’s degree, high school 
degree, or some high school, Race refers to 1 = white, 0 = all other races, Married refers to 1 = married, 0 = not married, Parents refers to 1 = parents, 0 = not parents. 











Lastly, a series of hierarchical logistic regressions were utilized to assess the association 
between network structure and composition on tier three engagement. Four dichotomous 
variables—past tithing behavior, future tithing intentions, past conversion behavior, and past 
volunteer behavior—measured tier three engagement. Network structure (RQ6) has mixed 
influence on two of the dichotomous variables. Network structure is not significantly associated 
with past tithing behavior or future tithing intentions; however, certain structural elements were 
significantly associated with past conversion behavior and past volunteer behavior.   
Specifically, the models reported that density (ß = 4.16, p < .05) and efficiency (ß = 
22.09, p < .05) are both significantly associated with past conversion behavior (χ2 = 10.84, df = 
3, p < .05). This means that if a respondent has a highly cohesive network, thus ample 
opportunity for redundant information, the respondent is more likely to have indicated that they 
led someone to Christ since attending Summit Church. In terms of past volunteer behavior, the 
results suggest the size of a respondent’s network is positively associated with the extent to 
which the respondent has volunteered with Summit Church in the past 12 months (ß = .30, p < 
.05). Yet, the density of a respondent’s network is negatively associated with their past volunteer 
behavior (ß = -2.90, p < .05). This suggests that the less cohesive a respondent’s network is, the 
more likely it is that the respondent has volunteered. Granovetter’s (2972) strength of weak ties 
theory might help explain this finding, in that less connected networks provide greater 
opportunities for the respondent to learn new information, like information about opportunities to 
volunteer. More on this is discussed in chapter six.  
Network composition (RQ7) has mixed influence on three of the four measures used to 
form tier three engagement. First, the proportion of women within an ego’s network is 







.05, p < .05), and past volunteer behavior (ß = .02, p < .05). For instance, having women within a 
respondent’s network is positively associated with the respondent tithing and volunteering in the 
past 12 months and planning to tithe in the next 12 months. Additionally, the proportion of alters  
within a respondent’s network who are not associated with Summit Church at all are negatively 
associated with the degree to which the respondent has volunteered (ß = -.06, p < .05). This 
suggests that if a respondent has individuals within their network who are not part of Summit 
Church, then the respondent is less likely to have volunteered in the past 12 months. See Table 
19 for results of the hierarchical logistic regression for the four measures that form tier three 
engagement.  
To summarize the answer to RQ6, network structure has inconsistent association with 
congregant engagement. For instance, network structure is not significantly associated with 
consuming or contributing social media behavior (i.e. tier one engagement) whereas network 
degree (i.e. size) is positively associated with feelings of embeddedness, participation behavior, 
total number of intra-congregational ties, and past volunteer behavior (i.e. measures for tier two 
and three congregant engagement). A similar story emerges for RQ7. No measure for network 
composition is associated with consuming or contributing behavior on social media, but having a 
greater proportion of alters within a respondent’s network who abide by the respondent’s same 
faith, are part of the same congregation, within the same small group, and who are women are 
positively associated with specific measures for tier two and three engagement (see Tables 18 








Results of Hierarchical Logistic Regression Analyses for Tier Three Engagement (RQ6-7) 
  Tier 3 Engagement 
 Variables Past tithing behavior Future tithing intentions Leading someone to 
Christ 
Past volunteer behavior 



















 Degree .34 .21 .07 .37 .39 .15 .05 .10 .06 .22 .30* .31* 
Density .69 12.23 6.73 -.87 -.43 -.70 4.16* 6.53** 5.16* -2.90* -1.71 -1.22 
Efficiency -26.83 1.95 8.58 -26.68 -44.56 -18.19 22.09* 31.53** 25.30* -5.28 -6.84 -5.12 























Alter: Same faith - .04 .04 - .01 .00 - .00 -.03 - -.04 -0.02 
Alter: Same congregation - -.03 .09 - -.06 .06 - -.02 -.02 - -.03 -.04 
Alter: Same small group - .11 .17 - .09 .14 - -.01 -.01 - .00 .00 
Alter: Leadership role - .09 .11 - .16 .17 - .01 .02 - .00 .00 
Alter: No cong affil - -.11 .03  -.03 .06 - -.04** -.03 - -.06* -.07* 
Alter: Married - -.00 -.04 - .02 .00 - -.00 -.00 - .01 .01 
Alter: Gender (f) - .12* - - .05* - - -.00 - - .02* - 
Alter: Different faith - .15 .15 - .08 .06 - .03 -.00 - .01 .03 












Religious capital - - 3.11* - - 2.13* - - -.26 - - .01 
Spiritual capital - - .11 - - .04 - - .47** - - -.18 
              
 χ2 statistic 12.63** 21.28** 1.13 13.24** 17.64* 5.65* 10.84* 12.17 9.60** 16.20*** 25.32*** 2.53 
 Degrees of freedom 3 8 1 3 8 1 3 8 1 3 8 1 
 χ2 P-value .005 .006 .28 0.004 0.024 .017 .012 .14 .001 .001 .001 .11 
Note: All β are standardized coefficients for hierarchical forced entry multiple regressions. “No cong affil” refers to no congregational affiliation with Summit Church. 
Regarding alter gender in the third model for each variable: The model would not converge with alter gender present because of the small sample size and the 
number of independent variables, therefore it was removed. 













To this point, results from phase two suggest high overlap between core and religious 
discussion networks, the presence of intra-congregational ties in each, and certain characteristics 
and structural elements of respondents’ discussion networks have mixed influence on congregant 
engagement. Namely, network size matters, and certain alter characteristics and activities are 
positively associated with respondents’ feelings of embeddedness, participation, and 
involvement in certain activities, such as volunteering. Next, the results section turns to the final 
two research questions posed in this dissertation.  
The Association Between Congregant Engagement and Religious and Spiritual Capital 
The final two research questions within this dissertation pivot from the first seven posed 
to consider the association between congregant engagement and religious capital, spiritual capital 
and a specific set of relationships. Phase one focused on examining if megachurches aim to 
cultivate specific public-centric relationships, how megachurches encourage the formation of 
those relationships, the degree to which megachurches actually promote the public-centric 
relationships, and respondents’ perception of the strength of the public-centric relationships. This 
phase of the study, in essence, considered the communication efforts to engage congregants. In 
phase two, the focus turned to congregants’ discussion networks to capture the social 
environment congregants are embedded within to understand how their social networks 
potentially impact the degree to which congregants engage with Summit Church. Here the broad 
consideration was revealing what drives congregants to become engaged. Now the results 
conclude by considering what comes from congregant engagement. Specifically, these final 
research questions assess the potential impact of congregant engagement on other concepts 
within the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, and the potential impact on 








this research attempts to come full circle in the networked devotional-promotional engagement 
model.  
RQ8 seeks to examine the extent to which congregant engagement is associated with 
religious capital (RQ8a) ( = 0.82, M = 6.26, SD = 0.71) and spiritual capital (RQ8b) ( = 0.94, 
M = 6.48, SD = 2.40). After controlling for respondent demographics like age, education, and 
race, a hierarchical regression revealed a statistically significant association between consuming 
and contributing social media behavior and religious capital. Results suggest respondents who 
consume content on Summit Church’s social networking sites have more religious capital (ß = 
.26, p < .01), and respondents who contribute content on Summit Church’s social networking 
sites have less religious capital (ß = -.26, p < .01). This could suggest that the individuals 
contributing to Summit Church’s social networking sites are newer believers with low religious 
capital. Furthermore, there was no statistically significant association between religious capital 
and feelings of embeddedness, participation, intra-congregational ties, past tithing behavior, past 
conversion behavior, or past volunteering. However, results suggest a positive association 
between future tithing intentions and religious capital. Results from the hierarchical regression 
suggest individuals who plan on tithing to Summit Church over the next 12 months have more 
religious capital (ß = .96, p < .05).  
Regarding RQ8b, results provide evidence for a strong positive association between 
spiritual capital and past conversion behavior (ß = 1.92, p < .001). In other words, results suggest 
respondents who have converted individuals to Christianity have more spiritual capital (i.e. 
spiritual knowledge, socialization, etc.). Additionally, results suggest that individuals with a 








who are married have more spiritual capital (ß = 1.46, p < .01). See Table 20 for results from the 









Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Religious and Spiritual Capital (RQ8a-b) 
 Variables Religious Capital Spiritual Capital 




















s Gender  -.02 -.07 -.01 -.11 -.28 -.33 .04 -.13 
HHI .00 -.03 -.05 -.08 -.82 -.85 -.89 -1.13* 
Education .08 .07 .05 .06 .00 -.00 .07 .57 
Race .68** .59* .49* .37 -.07 -.15 -.36 .33 
Marital status .20 .12 .06 -.03 1.60** 1.52** 1.39* 1.46** 
Parental status .02 .17 .22 .27 -.12 .00 -.10 .05 


















t Consuming social media 
behavior 
- .26** .25** .23** - .23 .10 -.02 
Contributing social 
media behavior 
- -.26** -.28** -.26** - -.22 -.12 -.17 



















t Feelings of 
embeddedness 
- - .04 -.01 - - .24 .27 
Participation - - .04 .00 - - -.20 -.33 
Total # of intra-
congregational ties 
- - .02 .01 - - .20 .18 



















t Past tithing behavior - - - .33 - - - .47 
Future tithing intentions - - - .96* - - - .50 
Past conversion behavior - - - .22 - - - 1.92*** 
Past volunteering - - - -.24 - - - -.54 
          
 R2 .08 .15 .19 .34 .08 .08 .13 .23 
 Adjusted R2 .04 .09 .11 .25 .03 .02 .05 .13 
 Δ Adjusted R2 .04 .06 .08 .09 .05 .06 .08 .10 
 ΔF 1.90 2.77** 2.53** 3.91*** 1.82 1.42 1.63 2.39** 
Note: All β are standardized coefficients for hierarchical forced entry multiple regressions. Gender refers to 1 = female, 0 = male, HHI refers to 1 = $70,000+, 0 
= $69,000 and under, Education refers to 1 = Bachelor’s or graduate degree, 0 = associate’s degree, high school degree, or some high school, Race refers to 1 = 
white, 0 = all other races, Married refers to 1 = married, 0 = not married, Parents refers to 1 = parents, 0 = not parents. 












Results from RQ8a-b suggest religious capital is primarily associated with consuming 
and contributing behavior on social networking sites (tier one engagement) and future tithing 
intentions (tier three engagement). On the other hand, results suggest spiritual capital is only 
positively associated with past conversion behavior (tier three engagement). While no known 
study has examined the impact of congregant engagement on religious and spiritual capital, the 
findings are still surprising given what the literature tells us about these forms of capital, how 
they are cultivated, and outcomes of them. For instance, research suggests religious capital leads 
to increased attendance, participation with the congregation, and willingness to contribute to the 
church (Cameron, 1999; McBride, 2015; Park et al., 2014). Additionally, research suggests that a 
congregant attending church services helps to form religious capital, and the increased religious 
capital then increases church attendance (Cameron, 1999). Thus, as a congregant participates 
with the church, their religious capital grows, and as their religious capital grows, the congregant 
participates more (Park et al.,2014).  
Yet, results from RQ8 suggest participation in church activities, having intra-
congregational ties, and past tithing behavior do not have a significant association with religious 
capital, and contributing social media behavior is negatively associated with religious capital. 
This means that typical behaviors that should increase religious capital have no statistically 
significant association with knowledge about the religion, religious practices, religious 
socialization, and more. To clarify, two measures are positively associated with religious capital, 
including consuming social media behavior and future tithing intentions. However, the results 
from RQ8 still contrast findings in previous research (von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). This could 








knowledge, familiarity with the megachurch, and behaviors within the megachurch, as opposed 
to feelings, knowledge, and experience with the religion itself.  
Furthermore, RQ8b examined the association between congregant engagement on 
spiritual capital. Spiritual capital was included due to the focus on individuality within some 
megachurches and lack of a governing body across megachurches. While research examining 
spiritual capital alone, and in combination with religious capital within Christian congregations 
is limited, results logically align with Summit Church’s theology and preaching style of their 
senior pastor, J.D. Greear. Indeed, Summit Church and Greear subscribe to the Baptist faith and 
message, and Greear preaches according to the Southern Baptist Convention’s view of the 
Gospel, salvation, and theology (“Beliefs”, n.d.). Thus, results from RQ8b that suggest certain 
activities, like commenting on Summit Church’s Facebook posts, tithing to Summit Church, and 
volunteering with Summit Church, are not significantly associated with congregants’ knowledge 
and familiarity with faiths outside of Christianity, or an individualistic faith completely divorced 
from organized religion (i.e. Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, etc.) aligns with the non-
individualistic and highly-organized nature of Summit Church’s belief system and Greear’s 
theology. That said, only one measure was significantly and positively associated with spiritual 
capital, which was past conversion behavior. Indeed, it is possible that converting someone to the 
Christian faith requires a higher level of knowledge, understanding, and socialization with other 
faiths in order to convince someone else to leave their existing set of beliefs to convert to 
another.  
However, findings regarding the lack of association between congregant engagement and 
religious capital contrast previous research, as discussed earlier in this section. Thus, to dive 








is on megachurches or the faith, the final research question in this dissertation examined the 
association between congregant engagement and the relationship a respondent has with God and 
with the megachurch.   
The Association Between Congregant Engagement and the God– and Church–congregant 
Relationships 
The last research question posed in this dissertation asks to what extent is congregant 
engagement associated with the God–congregant ( = 0.82, M = 5.84, SD = 0.92) and Church–
congregant relationship ( = 0.95, M = 5.92, SD = 1.04) (RQ9). As a reminder, results from 
open-ended interviews with megachurch communication employees suggest the God–congregant 
relationship is the most important relationship they aim to encourage with public relations 
programs, campaigns, and initiatives. On the other hand, results from the quantitative content 
analysis reveal sub-indicators for the Church–congregant relationship appear most often in 
Summit Church’s public relations materials. Answering RQ9 is critical in order to understand 
additional outcomes of congregant engagement, as well as to help make sense of results from 
RQ8, which suggest that higher levels of congregant engagement are not significantly associated 
with religious or spiritual capital. 
First, this study conducted a hierarchical regression to examine the association between 
congregant engagement and the God–congregant relationship. After controlling for respondent 
variables like gender, race, and income, the hierarchical regression revealed that a respondent’s 
feelings of embeddedness within the congregation (ß = .26, p < .001) and past tithing behavior (ß 
= 1.90, p < .05) both have a positive significant association with the respondent’s perception of a 
relationship with God. In other words, results suggest that the more embedded a respondent is 








has tithed in the past, then results suggest the respondent also perceives a stronger relationship 
with God. See Table 21 for full results from the hierarchical regression analyses for the God–
congregant relationship.  
RQ9 also sought to understand the association between congregant engagement and the 
Church–congregant relationship. As expected, results from the hierarchical regression analysis 
suggest a strong association between multiple measures for tier one, two, and three congregant 
engagement. Starting with tier one engagement, results suggest a significant association between 
consuming social media behavior and the Church–congregant relationship (ß = .34, p < .01). In 
other words, individuals who read, view, and follow Summit Church on social media perceive a 
stronger relationship with the megachurch. Next, results reveal a unique relationship between the 
variables for tier two engagement. First, respondents who feel more embedded within the 
congregational network perceive a stronger Church–congregant relationship (ß = .52, p < .001). 
However, respondents who have participated in church activities, like choir and prayer meetings, 
perceive a weaker relationship with the megachurch (ß = .-10, p < .05). Lastly, regarding tier 
three engagement, respondents who have tithed in the past perceive a strong relationship between 
themselves and Summit Church (ß = 1.89, p < .001). See Table 21 for results from the 





Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for God– and Church– Congregant Relationships (RQ9) 
 Variables God–congregant relationship Church–congregant relationship 




















s Gender  .14 .10 .13 .10 .05 -.04 -.01 -.11 
HHI .06 .08 .07 .19 -.16 -.14 -.14 -.05 
Education .34 .41 .42 .34 .08 .18 .29* .25 
Race .58 .60 .27 -.00 1.23*** 1.20*** .67** .36 
Marital status .22 .16 .01 -.08 .45* .30 .07 -.07 
Parental status -.15 -.13 -.05 -.10 -.14 -.02 -.01 -.03 


















t Consuming social media 
behavior 
- .11 .01 -.03 - .34** .11 .05 
Contributing social 
media behavior 
- -.00 -.00 .08 - -.15 -.08 .00 


















t Feelings of 
embeddedness 
- - .26*** .26*** - - .52*** .50*** 
Participation - - .03 .04 - - -.10* -.15** 
Total # of intra-
congregational ties 
- - .00 .00 - - .01 .00 



















t Past tithing behavior - - - 1.90* - - - 1.89*** 
Future tithing intentions - - - -1.26 - - - -.59 
Past conversion behavior - - - -.34 - - - -.13 
Past volunteering - - - -.26 - - - -.15 
          
 R2 .05 .06 .19 .26 .15 .21 .63 .71 
 Adjusted R2 .00 .00 .11 .17 .11 .16 .60 .67 
 Δ Adjusted R2 .05 .06 .08 .09 .04 .05 .03 .04 
 ΔF 1.15 1.03 2.57** 2.77*** 3.77** 4.20*** 19.02*** 19.19*** 
Note: All β are standardized coefficients for hierarchical forced entry multiple regressions. Gender refers to 1 = female, 0 = male, HHI refers to 1 = $70,000+, 0 
= $69,000 and under, Education refers to 1 = Bachelor’s or graduate degree, 0 = associate’s degree, high school degree, or some high school, Race refers to 1 = 
white, 0 = all other races, Married refers to 1 = married, 0 = not married, Parents refers to 1 = parents, 0 = not parents. 







Review of Results Within Phase Two 
To this point, Chapter Five has presented results for the remaining five research questions 
in this dissertation. Results from the ego network analysis suggest respondents have high overlap 
between the core and religious discussion networks and that intra-congregational ties make up 
about a quarter of both the core and religious discussion networks (RQ5). Additionally, results 
from the ego network analysis suggest network structure and composition have a mixed positive 
and negative associations with all measures for tier two and three engagement (RQ6-7). On the 
other hand, survey results suggest consuming and contributing social media behavior are 
negatively associated with religious capital (RQ8a) and past conversion behavior is positively 
significantly associated with spiritual capital (RQ8b). And lastly, survey results reveal feelings of 
embeddedness and past tithing behavior are positively associated with a strong God–congregant 
relationship (RQ9a), whereas multiple measures for tier one, two, and three engagement are 
positively associated with a strong Church–congregant relationship (RQ9b). 
The next chapter of this dissertation interprets and discusses results presented in Chapters 
4 and 5, before moving onto the final Chapter of this dissertation, which focuses on the 





CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION 
This study combined four methods in an attempt to take a comprehensive approach to 
examining congregant engagement. In phase one, this study situated relationships as a form of 
engagement and proposed a new model of relational engagement that clarifies concepts like 
covenantal relationships and devotional-promotional communication campaigns. Within phase 
one, this dissertation examined what megachurches do and how they perceive their efforts, as 
well as the potential results of their efforts. In phase two, engagement was expanded into three 
tiers, with relational engagement occurring within the second tier, and then it examined factors 
that influence congregant engagement as well as outcomes of congregant engagement.  
This study contributes to four broad questions that have been unaddressed in engagement 
scholarship across multiple subfields of strategic communication. This chapter first identifies 
those four broad questions (Table 22), and then discusses the findings for each broad question, 
contributions to public relations scholarship, and contributions to religious communication 
scholarship. Table 22 offers the topline findings for each research question. 
Question One: Viewpoints From Communication Professionals 
The first broad question this dissertation addresses focuses on how communication 
professionals see their communication campaigns. Specifically, this question addresses the goals 
for communication campaigns, how the goals fit with the mission of the organization, and the 
strategies and tactics communication professionals utilize to achieve their communication goals. 
Significantly, this question lays the foundation for this study by focusing on relational 
engagement and the entities present within the relationships. The data derived from this question 
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led to the introduction of the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, as well as 
clarifications and revisions of the model’s concepts, like covenantal relationships and devotional-
promotional communication campaigns.  
 Broadly, communication professionals within religious organizations see their 
communication campaigns as contributing to the formation of six specific relationships: three 
public-centric relationships and three organization-centric relationships. The public-centric 
relationships include the God–congregant relationship, Church–congregant relationship, and 
intra-public relationships. The organization-centric relationships include Church–community 
relationship, Clergy–congregant relationship, and God–Clergy relationship. Data reveal 
communication professionals within religious organizations view the God–congregant 
relationship as the most important relationship within the networked engagement model, which 
indicates a hierarchy in relationship importance. Originally, Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) 
identified three relationships within the devotional-promotional communication model, including 
a relationship between an object of devotion and stakeholder, relationship between clergy and 
stakeholder, and relationship between clergy and object of devotion. Thus, this study advances 
previous research by proposing a new model, titled the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model, by proposing three new relationships within the model, and by distinguishing 
the relationships as public-centric or organization-centric. 
 
  
Table 52.  
Broad Questions Addressed, Research Questions Posed, and Review of Topline Findings  







RQ3: To what extent do megachurches aim to employ the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model? 
Megachurches claim to strive to cultivate six specific relationships with 
their communication efforts, thus they strive to realize the networked 
model. The God–congregant relationship is prioritized over others in 
the model. Evidence suggests intra-congregational relationships are the 
least prioritized public-centric relationship. 
RQ4: To what extent do megachurches utilize devotional-
promotional communication campaigns to encourage new 
or strengthen existing intra-congregational relationships 
that are present within the networked devotional-
promotional engagement model? 
Megachurches claim to utilize devotional campaigns to encourage the 
formation of all six relationships, including intra-congregational 
relationships. Megachurches primarily rely on online and offline small 
groups to assist in forming intra-congregational relationships. 
Megachurches utilize devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns using new and traditional media to promote on and offline 
small groups. 
Are organizations 
effective in their 
strategic efforts for 
relational 
engagement? 
RQ1: To what extent do congregants perceive the presence 
of covenantal relationships with the church, with 
God/Jesus, and with other congregants? 
 
Respondents perceive the presence of strong covenantal relationships 
between themselves and God, between themselves and the Church, and 
with other congregants at Summit Church. 
RQ2: In what ways do megachurches employ devotional-
promotional communication campaigns to encourage 
public-centric relationships that are present within the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model, 
specifically between the following: (a) congregants and 
God; (b) congregants and the Church; (c) among 
congregants? 
Summit Church utilizes devotional-promotional campaigns to 
encourage the formation of three public-centric relationships. Summit 
Church includes more sub-indicators for Church–congregant 
relationships than any other relationship within their public relations 




RQ5: (a) To what extent do congregants’ religious 
discussion networks and core discussion networks overlap, 
and (b) are intra-congregational ties present within either 
network? 
Core and religious discussion networks have high overlap, and intra-
congregational ties form about 25% of those discussion networks. 
RQ6: To what extent is network structure associated with 
congregant engagement? 
Network size is positively associated with feelings of embeddedness, 
participation, total number of intra-congregational ties, and past 
volunteer behavior. Network density is positively associated with past 
conversion behavior and total number of intra-congregational ties. 
RQ7: To what extent is network composition associated 
with congregant engagement? 
Certain measures of network composition, like having a greater 
proportion of alters who are women, the same faith, and in the same 
small group within a respondent’s network are positively associated 







intra-congregational ties, past tithing behavior, future tithing intentions, 
and past volunteer behavior. 
What are the 
outcomes of 
engagement? 
RQ8: To what extent is congregant engagement associated 
with (a) religious capital and (b) spiritual capital? 
(a) Consuming social media behavior, contributing social media 
behavior, and future tithing intentions are positively associated with 
religious capital.  
(b) Past conversion behavior is positively associated with spiritual 
capital.   
R9: To what extent is congregant engagement associated 
with the perceived relationship between the other entities 
within the networked devotional-promotional engagement 
model, specifically between (a) the congregant and 
God/Jesus and (b) the congregant and the Church? 
(a) Feelings of embeddedness and past tithing behavior is positively 
associated with the God–congregant relationship.  
(b) Consuming social media behavior, feelings of embeddedness and 
past tithing behavior are positively associated with the Church–
congregant relationship, and past participation behavior is negatively 








 The three new relationships—intra-public relationships, organization–community 
relationships, and organization–public relationships—that are included in the networked 
engagement model were not included in Tilson and Venkateswaran’s (2006) original model. 
Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) originally focused on Clergy–public relationships and did not 
distinguish the difference between clergy and an organization. Communication professionals at 
megachurches in the U.S. see a distinction between organization–public relationships and 
clergy–public relationships, and religious organizations use different methods to encourage the 
formation of each. Clergy–public relationships are one-sided para-social relationships, which is 
why they are designated as an organization-centric relationship, along with Church–community 
relationships and God–Clergy relationships. Organization-centric relationships serve to 
ultimately improve and benefit the organization. In the case of the God–clergy relationships and 
Church–community relationships, the benefit to the organization occurs through third-party 
credibility as a result of being associated with other organizations people respect (i.e. Church–
community relationships), and entities which are respected and admired (i.e. God–Clergy 
relationships) (Kent, Sommerfeldt, & Saffer, 2016). On the other hand, intra-public relationships, 
God–congregant relationships, and Church–congregant relationships are designated as public-
centric relationships because data reveal the focus of these relationships is on the well-being of 
publics and beneficial outcomes for publics, not for God or the organization.  
 Communication professionals discussed the relationships as though some relationships 
were prioritized over others, suggesting a hierarchy to the relationships. They indicated that the 
God–congregant relationship is the most important relationship they aim to encourage across all 
of their communication platforms and materials. While the God–congregant relationship has 




organizations still utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage the 
formation of all relationships, including intra-public relationships. Megachurches rely on online 
and in-person small groups for the formation of intra-public relationships, and megachurches 
utilize new and traditional media to promote their devotional-promotional communication 
campaigns in order to encourage congregants to join these online and in-person small groups. 
While intra-public relationships are formed and strengthened when congregants volunteer 
together and attend conferences and weekend retreats, small groups are the primary way 
megachurches create “community” within their congregation. 
 Findings from this question contribute to religious communication and public relations 
scholarship. The next section discusses the contributions to religious communication literature 
before moving to the implications for public relations literature.  
Relationship Hierarchy and Completing The Networked Engagement Model 
 Addressing how communication professionals within religious organizations see their 
communication campaigns contributes to religious communication scholarship in three ways. 
The first contribution is the clarification of the difference between the devotional-promotional 
communication model, devotional-promotional communication campaigns, and the covenantal 
model of public relations (Spaulding, 2018; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran. 
2006; Xifra, 2008). The devotional model differs from devotional campaigns, yet that distinction 
was not made clear by Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) or other scholars who published 
research about the models and campaign (Cannon, 2014; Spaulding, 2016; Xifra, 2008). 
Importantly, the conceptual framework developed for this study clarified that the devotional 
model focuses on covenantal relationships occurring between three entities, whereas devotional 




relationships within the devotional model. Additionally, this study also elucidated that the 
covenantal model of public relations is a dyadic relational approach to the practice of public 
relations, as opposed to a strategic communication effort (devotional campaigns) or framework 
representing goals for relational engagement (devotional model). Clarifying each concept and 
model is critical in order to continue building theory on religious communication. 
The second contribution this study made to religious communication scholarship is the 
expansion of Tilson and Venkateswaran’s (2006) devotional-promotional communication model. 
By addressing how communication professionals see their campaigns, this study was able to 
propose and examine the networked devotional-promotional engagement model, which includes 
three additional relationships that are critical for religious organizations’ strategic 
communication efforts: Church–community, intra-congregational, and organization-public 
relationships.  
Adding these three additional relationships provides an updated framework that 
represents what contemporary religious organizations are aiming to accomplish when they 
engage in public relations and strategic communication campaigns. To clarify, Tilson and 
Venkateswaran’s (2006) original devotional model included three central relationships, including 
a relationship between an object of devotion and stakeholder, between an object of devotion and 
clergy, and between clergy and stakeholders. It is necessary for scholars to acknowledge the 
multiple goals religious organizations have for their strategic communication campaigns, 
including encouraging and fostering intra-public relationships, organization–public relationships, 
and Church–community relationships. Omitting one of the relational goals for a religious 




 The last contribution this study makes to religious communication research specifically 
within the context of this first broad question (i.e. how do communication professionals see their 
communication campaigns?) is the hierarchy of relationships. Religious organizations claim to 
prioritize certain relationships, specifically the God–congregant relationship, within their 
communication materials. This hierarchy of relationships within the networked model is 
important because the prioritization of the relationship between an object of devotion and 
stakeholder demonstrates that the main goal of religious organizations is to promote a 
relationship that the organization itself is not part of. In other words, this finding supports the 
notion that relationships can be public-centric and are multi-dimensional, complex, and have 
“multiple layers of meaning that drive them and result from them” (Heath, 2013, p. 428). This 
finding suggests religious organizations’ strategic communication efforts broadly aim to 
advocate for and benefit publics. While organizations may indirectly benefit from a strong 
relationship between themselves and an object of devotion, like God, it is primarily and 
ultimately publics who benefit when they develop a strong relationship with a deity, which can 
aid in providing internal peace, stability, direction, and hope (Homan, 2012; Loser, Hill, Klein, 
& Dollahite, 2009; Miller, 2006). An in-depth discussion on this occurs in the next section, 
which focuses on contributions to public relations scholarship, and additional contributions of 
this research will be discussed in the next several pages. 
Finding suggests that religious organizations might use the remaining relationships within 
the networked engagement model as tools to ultimately strengthen the God–congregant 
relationship. This could mean that religious communicators are utilizing advanced and expert 




results when a stakeholder perceives a strong relationship between themselves and the faith, a 
deity, or a saint.  
Examining the goals for communication campaigns, how the goals fit with the mission of 
the organization, and strategies and tactics organizations utilize furthers religious communication 
research and public relations theory. The next section discusses contributions to public relations 
scholarship before moving forward and addressing the second broad question. 
Relational Engagement, Public-Centric, and Organization-Centric Relationships 
 Addressing how communication professionals see their communication campaigns 
contributes to public relations scholarship in two key ways. The first contribution focuses on 
relational engagement and the primary entity who benefits as a result of the relationship. 
Relational engagement occurs when public relations scholars and practitioners view relationships 
as a form of engagement, as opposed to relationships as an outcome of interactions that are 
described as “stakeholder” or “social media” engagement (Johnston & Lane, 2018). Relational 
engagement is labeled as a contribution because it situates relationship management as occurring 
within an engagement paradigm, as opposed to viewing “engagement” as a tool that is utilized to 
form relationships. Public relations scholars argue that engagement literature is a dense, 
confusing, and inconsistent body of scholarship, and this positioning of relationships within 
engagement, and the concept of relational engagement, is one step toward unifying and 
streamlining this area of research (Johnston & Taylor, 2018; Johnston & Lane, 2018; Morehouse 
& Saffer, 2019, 2020; Taylor & Kent, 2014).  
 This first broad question also contributes to the public relations scholarship by classifying 
relationships as public-centric or organization-centric. For decades, the study and practice of 




and ultimately, benefiting organizations (Bruning, Dials, & Shirka, 2008; Bruning DeMiglio, & 
Embry, 2006). Some scholars have proposed and promoted the notion that public relations does 
not only serve to benefit organizations, but should also benefit publics and society as a whole 
(Bruning et al., 2006; Ihlen, 2005; Sommerfeldt, 2013; Taylor, 2010). However, these new ideas 
were communicated and implemented by scholars as alternate definitions to public relations and 
concepts within public relations, as opposed to replacement ideas and conceptualizations of the 
practice. This study builds upon decades of research and debate about the purpose and function 
of public relations, and definition of public relations, by delineating the difference between 
organization-centric relationships and public-centric relationships.  
To clarify, organization-centric relationships are starkly different from Yang and Taylor’s 
(2015) organization-centric networks and Valentini, Kruckeberg, and Starck’s (2012) 
organization-centric “publics.” Organization-centric relationships, like communicator-public 
relationships, organization-community relationships, and relationships between communicators 
and an object of devotion, place the organization at the center of the relationship and undeniably 
benefits the organization both directly and indirectly. For instance, much of the crisis 
communication, risk communication, and issues management research examine organization-
centric relationships because the very act of crisis communication serves to preserve the 
organization’s reputation (Coombs & Holladay, 2006; Park & Reber, 2011). On the other hand, 
public-centric relationships place publics at the center of the relationship because the relationship 
primarily benefits publics (Saffer, 2018). Public-centric relationships include intra-public 
relationships, object of devotion–public relationships, and in this specific context, organization–
public relationships. Indeed, this dissertation and past research demonstrate that religious 




time and money to the organization so the organization can stay open (Smitko, 2012; Waters, 
2009). However, results from this study and previous research suggest congregant engagement is 
positively associated with religious capital, spiritual capital, and God–congregant relationships, 
and congregant engagement reduces congregants’ feelings of loneliness, isolation, and 
anonymity (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). Thus, this study 
positions organization-public relationships as public-centric due to the multiple and direct 
benefits of the relationship to members of this specific public. 
The second way addressing how communication professionals see their communication 
campaigns contributes to public relations scholarship is through the introduction of intra-public 
relationships. No known study within the public relations literature has examined the existence 
or impact of intra-public relationships within this context. Instead, studies have focused on 
“community,” “community identification,” “community embeddedness,” and/or the problems 
with the narrow focus of relationship management research, all of which are starkly different 
than actual relationships formed among members within one community (Coombs & Holladay, 
2015; Heath, 2013; Men & Tsai, 2015; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). Indeed, results from this 
dissertation reveal that organizations seek to encourage relationships among stakeholders within 
one public, and those intra-public relationships are exceptionally important because they are 
positively associated with outcomes for both stakeholders and the organization. In other words, 
the introduction of intra-public relationships is essential to public relations theory because this 
relationship, and organizations’ attempts to cultivate this relationship, point to a type of public 
relations and strategic communication activity that is centered on publics, their experiences, and 




Situating relationships as occurring within engagement, differentiating between public-
centric and organization-centric relationships, and introducing intra-public relationships 
contributes to public relations theory because it provides order, organization, and categorization 
for concepts and approaches that are known to lack a unifying foundation (Morehouse & Saffer, 
2019, 2020). While this study, and the first broad question within this dissertation, do not 
provide a foundation for engagement scholarship, this study does provide a new way to position 
relationships within engagement, a way to clarify the categories of relationships (i.e. public-
centric or organization-centric), and a new type of relationship that scholars can examine. These 
theoretical contributions assist public relations scholars in their examinations of relational 
engagement with multiple types of organizations, including for-profit organizations, non-profit 
organizations, activist groups, government and political organizations, as well as multiple types 
of publics, including employees, donors, volunteers, investors, customers, fans, and congregants. 
Question Two: Organizational Effectiveness in Strategic Communication Efforts 
 The second overarching question this dissertation addressed is, “are organizations 
effective in their strategic efforts for relational engagement?” In other words, this question seeks 
to address if the content Summit Church disseminates reflects claims regarding their efforts 
toward relational engagement and the hierarchy of relationships, and if congregants within 
Summit Church perceive covenantal relationships with God, the Church, and other congregants. 
Understanding this more fully can connect strategic planning with implementation. 
Organizations may claim their strategy and tactics assist in encouraging a God–congregant 
relationship or intra-public relationships, but unless scholars examine the actual materials 
organizations are disseminating, then the connection between strategic goals and outcomes will 




 Results from this study’s content analysis address this broad question in two ways. First, 
findings suggest Summit Church utilizes devotional-promotional communication campaigns to 
encourage the formation of the three public-centric relationships present within the networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model, including God–congregant relationships, Church–
congregant relationships, and intra-congregational relationships. Previous research only 
examined the extent to which religious organizations utilize devotional campaigns to encourage 
relationships between organizational communicators (i.e. clergy) and the public, an object of 
devotion and the public, and an object of devotion and communicators (Tilson & Chao, 2002; 
Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). Findings also suggest Summit Church includes more sub-
indicators for the Church–congregant relationship than any other relationship within their public 
relations materials, which suggests a disconnect between their planning efforts and 
implementation. While one might argue that the inclusion of the senior pastor, or inclusion of 
URLs that lead back to the organizational website, within public relations content might serve as 
a vessel for information about strengthening the God–congregant relationship, depictions of the 
senior pastor and inclusion of organizational URLs are still considered a branding effort that 
emphasizes the Church, as opposed to the faith, Bible, or God, to some degree.  
 The second way this study addresses the question of whether organizations are effective 
in their strategic efforts for relational engagement stems from the investigation into whether 
actual covenantal relationships are formed. Findings reveal that congregants within Summit 
Church perceive strong covenantal relationships between themselves and God, between 
themselves and the Church, and with other congregants. To clarify, this study cannot claim 
covenantal relationships are a result of Summit Church’s devotional-promotional communication 




other congregants. This could be due to devotional campaigns, which would suggest that Summit 
Church is successful in their strategic communication efforts, or this could be due to the nature 
of relationships when certain facets of our identities are activated.  
 Findings associated with this second overarching question contribute to both religious 
communication and public relations scholarship. The next section discusses contributions to both 
areas of research before addressing the third broad question this dissertation addressed. 
Advancing Research on Devotional Campaigns and the Networked Engagement Model 
 Addressing if and how organizations are effective in their strategic efforts for relational 
engagement contributes to religious communication scholarship in one primary way via 
devotional-promotional communication campaigns. Namely, this study expanded the goals of 
devotional campaigns to include covenantal relationships, the relational goals to include intra-
public relationships, and the methods scholars can utilize for examining devotional campaigns.  
Tilson and Chao (2002) originally stated the purpose of devotional campaigns is to 
inspire allegiance and devotion towards an entity. However, this study expanded upon their 
original conceptualization to demonstrate the ultimate goal for devotional campaigns is a 
covenantal relationship between two entities, as opposed to one-sided devotion and allegiance 
(Tilson, 2011b). This expansion of the conceptualization of and goals for devotional campaigns 
is critical because it emphasizes the relational engagement religious organizations are seeking in 
their public relations efforts. To clarify, while same faiths may require and solely seek blind 
obedience and allegiance from followers to a deity or person, the Protestant faith emphasizes a 
loving, trust-based, and sacrificial relationship between the deity and believer. Thus, 




ultimate goal of devotional campaigns furthers this body of scholarship and enables future 
studies to examine the nuances of devotional campaigns within several different belief systems.  
In addressing this second broad question, this study also furthered Tilson and colleagues’ 
work by demonstrating that religious organizations utilize devotional campaigns to encourage 
the formation of intra-public relationships specifically (Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & 
Venkateswaran, 2006). As mentioned earlier, the goal of devotional campaigns originally 
centered on inspiring devotion and allegiance to one object of devotion. However, results suggest 
Summit Church utilizes devotional campaigns to encourage the formation of intra-congregational 
relationships, in addition to God–congregant relationships and Church–congregant relationships. 
This distinction in devotional campaigns regarding types of relationships and entities within 
those relationships matters because without this information, our collective understanding of the 
practice of religious communication and theorizing on religious public relations is severely 
limited. The addition of intra-public relationships completes this strategic approach to public 
relations programs and initiatives. To clarify, Tilson and Venkateswaran (2006) went so far as to 
include “community” as a goal of strategic communication efforts by religious organizations; 
however their study did not connect a sense of community to devotional campaigns, nor did the 
study dive deeper to associate intra-public relationships with the sense of community that occurs 
among worshippers within a place of worship. As mentioned in the literature review, Tilson and 
Venkateswaran’s (2006) primary goal with their study was to examine devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns towards an object of devotion, thus the inclusion of “community” 
was a non-essential finding. 
 Lastly, by addressing this second broad question, this study contributes to religious 




Previous research primarily utilized qualitative methods to assess devotional campaigns, with no 
attention given to the relationships prioritized within the devotional campaigns (Tilson & Chao, 
2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). Indeed, previous scholars prioritized the relationship 
between the object of devotion and stakeholder without considering how devotional campaigns 
can be utilized for other target relationships. Examining devotional campaigns through 
qualitative methods is necessary and assisted in identifying this type of public relations 
campaign; however, the current study was able to examine the presence and effectiveness of 
devotional campaigns through a quantitative content analysis.  
For instance, through the quantitative assessment included in the current study, this study 
was able to identify trends across multiple communication platforms and aggregate data to 
present a comprehensive picture of what devotional campaigns look like across time and 
platforms for one organization. This was useful in determining that Summit Church included 
more sub-indicators for the Church–congregant relationship than any other relationship, thus 
revealing a disconnect between their stated goals for strategic communication campaigns and 
implementation of those campaigns. Future research should continue quantitatively content 
analyzing several organizational communication channels to examine the presence of sub-
indicators for multiple target relationships. Comparing data across religions and across the world 
will strengthen our understanding on how religious organizations and institutions practice public 
relations. 
 These contributions matter to religious communication scholarship because according to 
current research, religious organizations primarily utilize devotional campaigns to attract new 
followers and strengthen the faith of current believers (Tilson 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson 




communication scholars can gain from studying how religious organizations practice public 
relations, why their approach is or is not effective, and outcomes of communication from 
religious organizations and institutions to their publics. Thus, these contributions matter to 
religious communication theory building because they provide a more complete framework for 
the ways in which religious organizations and institutions communicate with their publics 
through mass media, mass communication, and strategic campaigns.  
 Addressing this second question has implications for more than religious communication 
scholarship. The next section reviews why this finding matters for public relations scholarship 
overall. 
Issue and Identities in the Practice and Study of Public Relations 
 Addressing the broad question of, “are organizations effective in their strategic efforts for 
relational engagement” contributes to public relations scholarship and the practice of public 
relations in multiple ways. First, by addressing this question, this dissertation is able to further 
previous research on covenantal relationships to demonstrate covenantal relationships can occur 
among and between publics (Hung, 2005; Tilson & Chao, 2002; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 
2006). Bennett (2001) introduced the notion that covenantal relationships can occur between 
educators and students, and Hung (2005) examined the extent to which covenantal relationships 
occur between non-faith based organizations and publics; however findings from the current 
study suggest covenantal relationship occur among members within one public, between an 
object of devotion and stakeholders, and between the organization and public.  
Furthermore, the method utilized to come to this conclusion furthers public relations 
research as well. For instance, instead of asking respondents if “members of their congregation” 




ego network analysis method. Thus, respondents were able to list the names of individuals they 
are friends with within Summit Church, and then indicate the degree to which each individual 
engages in actions that qualify as leading to covenantal relationships. This approach provides a 
clearer look into the depth of the covenantal relationships that stakeholders experience with other 
stakeholders within this organization. Future research should adopt a similar approach (i.e. 
utilizing network analysis methods in public relations scholarship) when examining covenantal 
intra-public relationships in order to understand the varying strength of covenantal relationships 
between stakeholders within one public (Yang & Saffer, 2019). 
 Findings on covenantal relationships and intra-public relationships matter for public 
relations scholarship because covenantal relationships have largely been overlooked within 
public relations literature; thus, theory-building around ethical- and moral- based relationships 
and organizations is constrained (Hung, 2005; Tilson & Venkateswaran, 2006). Scholars tend to 
focus on exchange or communal relationships due to the nature of the practice of public 
relations, but the practice of public relations is greater than media relations and types of 
relationships formed are broader than communal and exchange (Hung, 2005; Waters & Bortree, 
2012). Focusing on only two types of relationships leaves a gap in the relationship management 
and engagement literature regarding the types of relationships organizations encourage and aim 
to cultivate with their many publics.  
As Heath (2013) argues, relationships are complex, multi-layered, and multi-dimensional, 
therefore the types of relationships organizations aim to cultivate with their different publics vary 
as much as their publics do. Exploring the various types of relationships publics cultivate with 
various organizations will deepen the field’s understanding of relationship management and how 




scholars can use this study’s findings regarding covenantal relationships to dig deeper into 
relationship types, the context around the relationships formed, and the multiple entities involved 
in the relationships within and around the organization’s ecosystem. For example, interviewing 
stakeholders, like donors and volunteers, to understand their perceptions of the types and 
strength of relationships they have with various organizations would yield important insights for 
the relationship management literature, address the call by Yang and Saffer (2019) for a network 
paradigm in public relations research, and strengthen the engagement literature (Johnston & 
Lane, 2018). Ultimately, more research on covenantal relationships will lead to more theory 
building on the complexities of relational engagement. 
 The second contribution this study’s findings make (regarding this second broad 
question) focuses on the notion of target relationships. This study contributes to public relations 
scholarship by arguing that multiple target relationships can be encouraged, present, and 
examined within organizational materials. Scholars typically tend to focus on one specific 
relationship when conducting content analyses of organizational materials (Coombs & Holladay, 
2015; Hung, 2005; Smitko, 2012; Waters & Bortree, 2012). Findings within this study 
demonstrate that an organization is effective in promoting multiple target relationships, including 
public-centric relationships within the networked engagement model, within their public 
relations materials. Thus, only examining one relationship with one public limits our 
understanding of the strategic goals, multiple publics, types of relationships, and practice of 
public relations (Coombs & Holladay, 2015; Heath, 2013). As a result of examining multiple 
target relationships and by utilizing a quantitative content analysis method, this study provides a 




Indeed, as opposed to publishing another study that explores the extent to which an 
organization practices dialogic communication, or the extent to which an organization cultivates 
relationships with one public, public relations scholars should turn their attention toward the 
various target relationships that are encouraged within an organization’s strategic communication 
materials. Scholars can do this by content analyzing multiple public relations materials to 
identify sub-indicators for target relationships, interviewing public relations practitioners about 
their management of their organization’s multiple publics, or as stated earlier, interviewing 
stakeholders about their multiple types of relationships with various organizations. Examining 
multiple target relationships, and analyzing the perceived prioritization of those relationships 
based on frequency of the presence of sub-indicators, will push relationship management 
research and theory forward by breaking out of the boundaries of solely examining organization–
public relationships (Heath, 2013). Indeed, findings within this study reveal that sub-indicators 
for the God–congregant relationship are included in 64% of public relations materials from 
Summit Church. Without this focus on additional target relationships beyond organization–
public relationships and a quantitative approach, our collective understanding regarding the 
effectiveness of religious organizations in their efforts for relational engagement would have 
been incomplete.  
 The third way addressing this question contributes to public relations research overall 
centers on the bridge between religious organizations and other types of organizations, including 
non-faith-based non-profit organizations, for profit organizations, government organizations, and 
activist groups. Specifically, this study contributes to public relations scholarship by 
demonstrating that while religious organizations have an extra layer of complexity due to the 




utilized for all types of organizations. In other words, religious organizations are similar to other 
faith-based and non-faith-based non-profit organizations in that both have a central issue that 
speak to the core purpose and mission of the organization. The only difference with religious 
organizations is that often times, religious organizations are able activate specific identities (i.e. 
religious identity) in their publics and use that to promote their messages. Coombs and Holladay 
(2015) write about shared identities in relationships and identity activation in their conceptual 
piece on the direction of relationship research in public relations scholarship: 
Close relationships are premised on shared identities between the organization and the 
publics… People may deliberately seek out relationships with organizations that convey 
an identity that is perceived to be similar to the person’s current identity. They also may 
pursue one that is an “aspirational identity” they hope to achieve. p. 692 
 
Ultimately, other types of non-profit organizations that have the ability to activate certain 
identities in their publics can utilize and adopt the models and methods put forth by this study, 
and glean insights from this research. For example, a non-faith-based non-profit organization that 
centers on LGBTQIA+ rights can activate the identities of their publics in their devotional 
campaigns to encourage covenantal relationships between their publics and an object of devotion 
(i.e. issue, like LGBTQIA+ equality), covenantal relationships between the organization and 
their LGBTQIA+ publics, and covenantal intra-public relationships. Additional identities include 
sport or team identities, university identities, fundamental human identities (i.e. race, sexual 
orientation), and political identities. Thus, while this study is highly focused on religious 
organizations and religious communications, the findings are applicable for multiple types of 
organizations and activist groups because of the issue-based nature of religious organizations and 
identity-based nature of the networked devotional-promotional engagement model and 




Furthermore, previous research suggests one stakeholder has multiple identities that can 
be activated (Ciszek, 2015, 2017; Iyer, Jetten, & Tsivrikos, 2010; Saffer, 2018; Spears & Smith, 
2001; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Therefore, this heightens the need for public relations scholars to 
examine the multiple relationships that occur within an organization’s ecosystem, and the 
multiple relationships a single stakeholder has within various organizational ecosystems (Saffer, 
2018). For example, a person can believe in the Protestant faith, be an activist for Black Lives 
Matter, a registered nurse, a husband, previously be a student, and have a lifetime of experience 
with hurricanes and flooding as a result of the region of the United States in which they were 
raised. This single person has multiple identities through their past and present experiences and 
associations, which the individual can then use to deliberately seek out relationships with 
organizations, or organizations can activate to encourage the formation of specific relationships 
(Iyer et al., 2010). For instance, a university can activate the “student” identity in the example 
above in a public relations campaign in order to request donations from alumni or to create an 
alumni network.  
While public relations research on stakeholder identities is not novel, previous 
scholarship focused on activist groups constructing certain identities for stakeholders, activist 
groups constructing collective identities for publics, and stakeholders’ adoption of those 
constructed identities (Ciszek, 2015, 2017). This study builds on Ciszek’s (2017) findings around 
stakeholders’ multiple identities, Coombs and Holladay’s (2015) arguments on shared 
organization-public identities, and Saffer’s (2018) arguments on seeing publics for their own 
identities by demonstrating that organizations can activate certain identities in their relationship 




stakeholders’ multiple identities within various organizational ecosystems, and the ways in 
which organizations activate specific identities, is needed. 
 To this point, the discussion section has reviewed findings and contributions towards 
religious communication and public relations scholarship for two of the four broad questions. 
Those two questions include “how do communication professionals see their communication 
campaigns?” and “are organizations effective in their strategic efforts for relational 
engagement?” The first two questions do not speak to the core of congregant engagement, and 
instead they focus on organizational efforts and outcomes regarding relational engagement 
specifically. 
It is at this point this dissertation pivots from examining the organizational engagement to 
focus on congregant engagement, specifically factors that drive engagement and outcomes of 
engagement. Previous research suggests that stakeholders are embedded within webs of 
relationships which could have an impact on engagement (Merino, 2013; Schafer, 2018 
Scheufele et al., 2003). Therefore, the next broad question focuses on the characteristics of the 
relationships and characteristics of the people that influence congregant engagement.  
Question Three: Factors That Influence Engagement 
 The third broad question this study addresses asks, “what drives engagement?” This 
question is important to address because public relations scholars tend to overlook the impact of 
a stakeholder’s social network (i.e. the webs of relationships a stakeholder is embedded in) 
(Yang & Saffer, 2019). Previous research suggests that who you talk to, who you have a 
relationship with, and who your friends and family have relationships with influences a variety 
of your actions and beliefs (Saffer, Yang, & Qu, 2019). Therefore, it was critical to examine if 




Summit Church. Addressing this question is also important in order to affirm the positioning of 
relationships as a form of engagement (Johnston & Lane, 2018; Johnston & Taylor, 2018). Many 
public relations scholars have examined the extent to which interactivity and “engagement” (i.e. 
participation) act as antecedents to organization-public relationships (Cho, Schweickart, & 
Haase, 2014; Morehouse & Saffer, 2019; Waters & Williams, 2011). However, this study argues, 
as discussed throughout this section, that relationships are a form of engagement. Therefore, 
examining factors that drive congregant engagement is especially critical to theory building 
because it examines the impact of relationships and webs of relationships on engagement, thus 
affirming the position of relationships occurring within engagement. 
 Broadly, findings within this dissertation reveal both network structure and composition 
are positively associated with congregant engagement. In other words, the characteristics of 
people within an individual’s network, and the characteristics of how the social network itself is 
connected, is associated with a congregant’s level of engagement. This study found that when a 
congregant indicated they talk about religious and important matters with a large number of 
people (i.e. larger network size), results suggest they are more likely to have participated in 
organizational activities, volunteered with the organization in the past, feel embedded within the 
congregation, and have intra-public ties. Additionally, when the people in stakeholders’ networks 
know one another (i.e. higher density or greater interconnectedness), then respondents are more 
likely to have converted someone else to Christianity in the past and to have intra-public ties. On 
the other hand, higher density negatively influenced past volunteer behavior, meaning the more 
interconnected a respondent’s network was, the smaller the chance they volunteered in the past.  
Findings on network structure support previous research regarding how people’s 




Labianca, 2008). In other words, people’s relationships impact their access to and knowledge of 
resources, like volunteer opportunities and organizational activities to become involved in 
(Borgatti et al., 2008; Granovetter, 1972). For example, stakeholders with larger networks have 
more opportunities to hear about volunteer and church activities, whereas stakeholders with 
densely connected networks have less opportunities to learn about volunteer activities because 
the group is densely interconnected, therefore one person with new information cannot easily 
penetrate the network (Perry, Pescosolido, & Borgatti, 2018). 
When focusing on network composition, results suggest having a higher proportion of 
women in a stakeholder’s network is positively associated with past tithing behavior, future 
tithing intentions, and past volunteer behavior. Additionally, results suggest that having a higher 
proportion of individuals within a respondent’s network who are within their same church small 
group is positively associated with feeling embedded within the congregation and past 
participation behavior. Lastly, results address this third broad question by revealing that having a 
high proportion of individuals within a respondent’s network who are not associated with 
Summit Church at all is negatively associated with past participation behavior, total number of 
intra-public ties, and past volunteer behavior.  
Findings related to small groups are of critical importance to practitioners within 
religious organizations because they demonstrate the importance of small groups to the structure 
of the organization. In other words, as previous studies argued, findings reveal small groups help 
congregants feel connected, embedded, and are positively associated with participation in church 
activities (Dougherty & Whitehead, 2010; von der Ruhr & Daniels, 2012). Practitioners can use 
these findings to guide the direction of their devotional campaigns. Specifically, practitioners 




members. Additionally, practitioners should develop various types of small groups to encourage 
the possibility that congregants will talk about multiple topics, including important and religious 
matters (e.g. Rock Church’s table tennis ministry, small group for people who like basketball, 
etc.), and these efforts should occur year-round as opposed to seasonally. 
 The findings that address this third overarching question build on a sizable body of 
research that examines the extent to which social networks and webs of relationships influence 
our actions, beliefs, and behaviors (Borgatti et al., 2008; Granovetter, 1972; Merino, 2013; Perry 
et al., 2018; Schafer, 2018; Seymour et al., 2014). The next section reviews how addressing this 
third broad question contributes to religious communication and public relations scholarship 
before moving on to discussing the fourth and final question this dissertation addresses.  
Deepening the Field’s Understanding of Religious Networks 
Addressing factors that drive engagement contributes to research on religious 
communication, and specifically religious networks, in unique ways. First, results suggest 
respondents have an average of six alters within their core discussion networks and five alters in 
their religious-in and five alters in their religious-out discussion networks. On the surface, results 
suggest congregants at Summit Church have more alters within their core and religious 
discussion networks than the average American adult, and more intra-congregational ties within 
these networks (Marsden, 1987; Merino, 2013; Schafer, 2018). However, previous research into 
core, religious, and congregational social networks limited the total number of alters respondents 
could list to four (Marsden, 1987; Merino, 2013; Schafer, 2018). Within the current study, 
respondents could list up to 30 alters for the core and religious discussion networks. Increasing 
the total number of possible alters to 30 was critical in order to speak to current limitations in 




also means that in order to compare findings from the current study to previous research, this 
study must rely on percentages as opposed to total number of alters and ties to situate the 
findings with previous research.  
When examining percentages, results from the current study support previous research 
regarding core discussion networks, religious discussion networks, and intra-congregational ties. 
For instance, Merino (2013) and Schafer (2018) both report high overlap between core 
discussion networks and religious discussion networks. Results from Schafer’s (2018) study 
suggest nearly half of all alters within core discussion networks also discuss religious matters, 
whereas Merino (2013) found three quarters of core discussion network members also discuss 
religious matters. Indeed, for Summit Church congregants, over three quarters of all alters within 
core discussion networks are also within religious discussion networks. Additionally, Merino 
(2013) suggests a quarter of core discussion network alters are also intra-congregational ties. 
Results from the current study suggest a similar phenomenon among congregants at Summit 
Church, in that nearly a quarter of core discussion network alters and religious discussion 
network members are also intra-congregational ties.  
High overlap between core discussion networks, religious discussion networks, and the 
presence of intra-congregational ties within each assist in illustrating the social embeddedness 
within the congregational network and degree of congregant engagement. For instance, data 
reveal congregants do not gather to simply discuss matters of the megachurch, but instead they 
are immersed in one another’s lives and also potentially discuss their health, jobs, and families, 
in addition to religious issues and topics. This reveals unique insights regarding functional 
specificity hypothesis and religious communication. As a reminder, functional specificity 




topics with certain individuals, as opposed to relying on one or a few individuals to fulfill all of 
their needs and discuss a variety of topics with (Perry & Pescosolido, 2015; Weiss, 1974). While 
results suggest purposive and selective tie activation for certain topics occurs (i.e. respondents do 
not discuss religious matters with 25% of their core discussion networks, respondents do not 
discuss important matters with 45% of their religious discussion networks), results also suggest 
there is high crossover and overlap between core and religious discussion networks.  
The findings for this broad question complicates ideas around functional specificity 
hypothesis regarding religious and core discussion networks. Indeed, many studies have found 
limited overlap between health and core discussion networks (Perry & Pescosolido, 2010) as 
well as mental health and core discussion networks (Perry & Pescosolido, 2015); however, 
results from the current study and previous research suggest high overlap between religious and 
core discussion networks (Merino, 2013; Schafer, 2018). This could mean several things. For 
instance, this finding could suggest congregants talk to many different people about religious 
topics, which would hint at the evangelizing nature of megachurches. Or, it could mean that 
rational decisions around purposive tie activation are removed for religious topics. Thus, 
congregants within Summit Church may not make rational decisions when deciding who to talk 
to about religious topics. Discussions around religion, faith, and God may occur organically as a 
result of current circumstances, life events, or a particularly moving sermon, small group lesson, 
or worship song. Future research should tease out these findings by interviewing congregants to 
determine if selective tie activation within a congregation is purposive or occurs at random. 
There is a wealth of scholarship on conducting an ego network analysis via interview 




regarding why there is such high overlap between core and religious discussion networks (Perry 
et al., 2018). 
Second, results that address this third broad question advance previous literature by 
suggesting that network structure and composition are positively associated with higher levels of 
congregant engagement. Previous research suggests the level of interconnectedness within a 
congregant’s network positively influences trust among congregants (Seymour et al., 2014), that 
interconnectedness within an entire congregational network impacts how embedded a congregant 
feels within that congregation (Stroope & Baker, 2014), and that same-congregation ties 
influence volunteer behavior (Merino, 2013). To clarify, the current study utilized measures from 
Merino’s (2013) research (i.e. past volunteer behavior) and Stroope and Baker’s (2014) research 
(i.e. feelings of embeddedness); however, this study situated these congregational actions within 
the larger framework of engagement. Thus, results from this study furthers our collective 
understanding regarding the influence of network structure composition on congregant 
engagement broadly by suggesting that network size, density, and specific characteristics of the 
individuals within the relationships influences higher levels of congregant engagement. These 
findings are contributions because they contextualize, support, and further previous research on 
the impact of congregants’ social networks on their level of engagement with the religion, 
religious organization, and participation in religious behaviors. Future research should build on 
this foundation by contextualizing the dependent variables they are measuring. For instance, 
when measuring the extent to which network structure is associated with volunteering, tithing, or 
bringing new friends to Church, scholars should situate these outcomes variables as forms of 




scholarship that contributes to our knowledge on the impact and influence of our social networks 
and the people in them. 
Lastly, findings from this study (in relation to the third broad question) support previous 
research regarding network theory. As discussed earlier, results regarding the association 
between network structure and congregant engagement support Granovetter’s (1972) strength of 
weak ties theory. The strength of weak ties theory argues that “strong ties are unlikely to be the 
sources of novel information” because bridging ties (i.e. ties that connect otherwise unconnected 
ties and act as sources of novel information) are unlikely to be strong ties (Borgatti & Halgin, 
2011; Borgatti & Lopez-Kidwell, 2011, pp. 41-42; Granovetter, 1972). While weak ties were not 
assessed in the current study, Granovetter’s (1972) theoretical framework on strong and weak 
ties still applies because this study highlights the lack of bridging ties in certain congregants’ 
networks. The strength of weak ties theory assists in explaining why network density is 
negatively associated with past volunteer behavior. Ultimately, this theoretical framework posits 
that because respondents in the current study have densely connected networks, they 
consequently lack social capital, thus lack opportunities to hear about new volunteer activities. 
To clarify, social capital are “resources that accrue to individuals or small groups as a result of 
network ties… because individuals participate in social groups, they invest in and use the 
resources embedded in social networks” (Perry et al., 2018, p. 16). Thus, when pairing the 
current study’s findings with network theories on social capital, previous literature provides 
context to the findings and suggests some congregants at Summit Church might have low social 
capital because of their densely connected networks. Additional forms of capital, including 
religious capital and spiritual capital, are discussed when reviewing the fourth and final broad 




A Network Approach to Public Relations Research 
 Addressing this third broad question contributes to public relations scholarship in two 
ways. First, findings contribute to public relations scholarship because they emphasize why 
scholars and practitioners need to understand the environment of the people practitioners are 
trying to communicate and develop relationships with. Stakeholders are not isolated individuals 
who are completely uninfluenced by their families, colleagues, friends, and religious 
communities (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011; Perry et al., 2018). As results demonstrate, the structure 
of relationships and characteristics of individuals within the relationships is associated with 
stakeholder’s actions, behaviors, and intentions towards the organization. Ignoring or bypassing 
the influence of stakeholders’ social networks constrains theory building in public relations 
scholarship. To clarify, while this study is not the first to incorporate a network perspective into 
public relations research (Yang & Saffer, 2019), findings from this study further previous 
research by arguing for a network approach to the practice and study of public relation (Saffer, 
2018, 2019; Saffer, Yang, & Qu, 2018; Yang & Saffer, 2019). Incorporating the network 
perspective to public relations research assists in building theory and contributes to our 
understanding of the multiple people, experiences, connections, and perceptions which influence 
a stakeholders’ engagement with an organization.  
 The second way the findings within this study, in regard to the third broad question, 
contribute to public relations scholarship focuses on the tiers of engagement. In order to assess 
factors that influence congregant engagement, this study separated congregant engagement into 
three tiers: two scales formed tier one engagement (a total of eleven measures), one scale and 
two measures formed tier two engagement, and four measures formed tier three engagement 




contributes to public relations scholarship by applying Johnston and Taylor’s (2018) 
conceptualization of engagement as occurring within three tiers and by operationalizing the three 
tiers within one study. 
For instance, if this study would have followed the approach of previous research and 
only focused on consuming and contributing social media behavior (i.e. tier one engagement), 
key findings and insights regarding multiple tiers of engagement, and higher tiers of engagement, 
like past participation in church activities, past tithing behavior, past conversion behavior, and 
past volunteer behavior, would have been completely omitted. Analyzing all three tiers of 
engagement, and including multiple measures within each tier, enables public relations scholars 
to put forth a comprehensive and extensive assessment of engagement, including factors that 
impact engagement and outcomes of engagement. Ultimately, public relations research that 
examines multiple tiers of engagement, labels each tier of engagement accurately, and accurately 
positions engagement within the study, will only help build public relations theory and assist 
practitioners in their efforts to practice ethical public relations as well as encourage and develop 
public-centric relationships. 
The next, and final, broad question this dissertation addresses focuses on outcomes of 
engagement.  
Question Four: Outcomes of Engagement 
 The fourth and final overarching question this dissertation addresses is, “what are the 
outcomes of engagement?” In other words, if organizations are focused on encouraging and 
cultivating public-centric relationships, then what the outcomes of those relationships and how 
do they impact the organization and stakeholders involved in them? Addressing this question is 




focus, connects congregant engagement to the relationships within the networked engagement 
model, and connects congregant engagement to greater outcomes, like religious and spiritual 
capital. Questions surrounding the impact of engagement have been circulating within public 
relations scholarship in recent years (cf. Saffer, 2018), and serve as an important catalyst for 
investigating broader outcomes of the practice of public relations, like changes in social capital, 
co-creation, meaning making, and more. 
 Broadly, findings from this study reveal only the highest and lowest tiers of engagement 
are positively associated with capital. For example, consuming social media posts from Summit 
Church and intending to tithe to Summit Church in the next 12 months is positively associated 
with religious capital, whereas contributing social media content onto Summit Church’s social 
networking sites is negatively associated with religious capital. Furthermore, only one measure 
of the highest tier of engagement is positively associated with spiritual capital, namely past 
conversion behavior. While previous studies have focused on the impact of engagement and 
relationships on social capital, religious and spiritual capital were the only two forms of capital 
investigated given the specific context of the current study (Sommerfeldt, 2013; Taylor, 2011; 
Yang & Taylor, 2015). Previous research has indicated that both engagement and relationships 
lead to social capital, so the current study’s findings regarding a positive association between 
engagement and religious and spiritual capital builds upon this established body of scholarship 
(Saffer, 2019; Sommerfeldt, 2013; Taylor, 2011; Yang & Taylor, 2015). 
On the other hand, all tiers of engagement are associated with respondents’ perceptions of 
the Church–congregant relationship, whereas only higher tiers of engagement are positively 
associated with respondents’ perceptions of the God–congregant relationship. Specifically, 




who feel embedded within Summit Church’s congregation are more likely to perceive a positive 
Church–congregant relationship. On the other hand, congregants who have tithed in the past and 
feel embedded within Summit Church’s congregation are more likely to perceive a positive 
God–congregant relationship. Additionally, congregants who have participated in Church related 
activities in the past 12 months, like choir and prayer meetings, perceive a weaker Church–
congregant relationship.  
To date, public relations scholars have primarily focused on the impact of specific tiers 
and measures of engagement on organization–public relationships (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Men 
& Tsai, 2015, 2916; Morehouse & Saffer, 2019, 2020). For instance, as discussed in Chapter 
Two of this dissertation, Men and Tsai (2015) determined consuming and contributing behavior 
(i.e. tier one engagement) on social networking sites are positively associated with organization–
public relationships. Thus, findings from this study support previous research by revealing at 
least one measure within each tier of congregant engagement is positively associated with 
organization–public relationships. However, public relations scholars have not paid as much 
attention to the impact of engagement on relationships with objects of devotion or issues. Of the 
research that has turned their focus to issue-based relationships, Saffer (2018) argued for “an 
issues-centric perspective where publics and organizations are ‘stakeholders’ not only to each 
other but to the issues that are of concern to them” (p. 289). Thus, findings within this study 
provide empirical evidence for Saffer’s (2018) arguments on individuals and organizations 
acting as stakeholders within the issue ecosystem and cultivating relationships with issues, which 
within this context is the object of devotion (i.e. God). 
  These findings reveal key insights about congregant engagement, namely that it is 




centric relationships within the networked engagement model. The next and final section within 
the discussion chapter reviews the contributions of these findings for public relation scholarship. 
Contributions to Public Relations Scholarship 
 Addressing the outcomes of engagement contributes to public relations scholarship in 
two ways. First, results demonstrate that engagement is positively associated with specific forms 
of capital and other public-centric relationships, including God–congregant relationships and 
Church–congregant relationships. To clarify, this study is not stating that engagement leads to 
these relationships. To the contrary, findings reveal engagement is positively associated with 
public-centric covenantal relationships. In other words, findings in this study provide evidence 
for long theorized ideas around the relationship between engagement, relational engagement, and 
capital (Ihlen, 2005; Johnston & Lane, 2018; Saffer, 2018).  
These findings are critical contributions to public relations scholarship because they 
demonstrate that engagement actually benefits publics through religious capital, spiritual capital, 
and God–congregant relationships. Mutually beneficial relationships have long been a focus for 
public relations scholars; however, the idea of public relations benefitting publics as much as 
organizations was often questioned in theory (Bruning et al., 2006; Coombs & Holladay, 2014). 
In addressing this last broad question, findings support the idea that engagement benefits publics 
through the positive association with religious capital and relationship with an object of 
devotion. Religious capital and a relationship with God are identified as positive outcomes for 
stakeholders due to the documented positive impact both have in stakeholders’ lives. A 
relationship with God, or “feeling God’s love” is positively associated with general life 
satisfaction, well-being, and happiness (Greeley & Hout, 2006; Lim & Putnam, 2010), whereas 




the religious culture (Finke & Dougherty, 2002). For a congregant intentionally seeking and 
engaging with a religious organization, increased religious capital and a stronger God–
congregant relationship would both be considered a positive outcome for engaging with the 
organization.  
This finding supports previous arguments and broadens the implications of the practice of 
public relations. Many scholars have argued for the inclusion of capital as an outcome of public 
relations efforts (Ihlen, 2005; Jin & Lee, 2013; Johnston & Lane, 2018; Saffer, 2018, 2019; 
Sommerfeldt, 2013; Yang & Taylor, 2015). These forms of capital include social capital (Ihlen, 
2005; Saffer, 2018, 2019; Sommerfeldt, 2013; Willis, 2012; Yang & Taylor, 2015), as well as 
relational capital (Johnston & Taylor, 2018), reputational capital (Cronin, 2016), cultural capital 
(Edwards, 2008), and human capital (Chen, 2011). This study advances previous research by 
connecting several tiers of engagement to other forms of capital, which are both inherently and 
deeply connected to social and cultural capital.  
As discussed in Chapter Two, social capital consists of social relations and the benefits of 
those relationships, whereas cultural capital refers to the value, knowledge, experiences, and 
skills individuals gain as a result of belong to a particular culture (Lin, 2001; Palmer & Wong, 
2013; Putnam, 2001). Thus, by identifying that engagement is positively associated with 
religious and spiritual capital, this study contributes to a body of scholarship advancing public 
relations from a practice that centers on persuasion towards a process of co-creation and shared 
meaning (Saffer, 2018; Yang & Taylor, 2015). In other words, “engagement is essential for 
shared meaning and social capital to emerge,” and this benefits individuals, organizations, and 




public-centric and organization-centric relationships by providing evidence that publics indeed 
primarily benefit from public-centric relationships. 
Additionally, findings for this final broad question also reveal that congregant 
engagement benefits organizations. At least one measure in all tiers of engagement are associated 
with the Church–congregant relationship, lending support for the claim that engagement 
produces beneficial outcomes for both stakeholders and the organization. Several studies outline 
the benefits for strong organization–public relationships, including donations (Kang & Yang, 
2010), positive attitude about the organization (Park & Reber, 2011), and loyalty (Pressgrove & 
McKeever, 2016). This study furthers this body of scholarship to demonstrate that multiple tiers 
of engagement are positively associated with stakeholders’ perceptions of an organization–public 
relationship. As a result of this study and others, scholars have empirical evidence that 
organizations do not need to solely focus on their bottom line and monetary outcomes in order to 
benefit from the practice of public relations. Encouraging higher levels of public engagement, 
those which focus on participation, intra-public ties, donations, and volunteer opportunities, 
ultimately have a positive association with organization–public relationships and the relationship 
the stakeholder perceives with the issue or unifier that motivates the mission of the organization.  
Future research should build upon the findings revealed in this study to examine the 
networked devotional-promotional engagement model, covenantal relationships, and devotional-
promotional communication campaigns with other religions, other issue-based contexts, and with 
other identity-activating organizations. For instance, scholars who examine the practice of public 
relations within activist groups can utilize the models and concepts within this study to build 
upon our understanding of engagement leading to social capital and change within activist 




for other activities that are known to have high devotion, like sports teams, political parties, non-
profit organizations, and university affiliation can apply this same framework to their research. 
Broadening the application of the model and concepts discussed in this dissertation, as well as 
continually building upon questions posed, like what factors are positively associated with 
engagement, what are outcomes of engagement, will enrich this body of scholarship and redirect 
the conceptualization of public relations from a management activity to a process for co-creating 
shared meaning and “strengthening relationships in ways that foster social capital” (Saffer, 2018, 
p. 196). 
To this point, the discussion section has reviewed implications and contributions for each 
of the four broad questions addressed in this study. The last section of chapter six centers on 
limitations to this research.  
Limitations 
 While this study aimed to be comprehensive in the approach and methodology, 
limitations still exist. First, regarding methods, the content analysis portion of this study (RQ2) 
has limitations in regard to coding protocol. For instance, the context of each word or phrase was 
removed and coders were instructed to strictly code the presence or absence of specific words, or 
depictions of the words, like “Jesus,” “small group,” and “baptism.” Therefore, not every 
mention of “small group,” for example, means Summit Church is encouraging congregants to 
join a small group. It is possible that the mention of phrase is part of a congregant testimony or 
story, and not part of a persuasive message for a specific relationship. Additionally, the coding 
protocol should have included terms like, “sent” and “missionary” when coding for opportunities 
to volunteer given the rhetoric Summit Church uses around volunteering within and outside of 




analysis, therefore this is the first study to quantitatively content analyze devotional-promotional 
communication campaigns. Future research should build upon the coding protocol developed for 
this study. 
Regarding the survey portion of this dissertation, Summit Church requested certain 
variables related to measuring distrust be removed due to the perceived negativity of the wording 
(Shen, 2017). Therefore, this study does not include the most up-to-date scale for assessing 
organization-public relationships. Additionally, this study should have measured covenantal 
relationships between the Church and congregants using a scale other than Hon and Grunig’s 
(1999) composite scale. While many public relations studies have utilized Hon and Grunig’s 
(1999) scale to assess the presence and strength of organization-public relationships (Ki & Shin, 
2006), and certain variables within their scale speak to core components within covenantal 
relationships, their scale was not specifically created to assess covenantal organization-public 
relationship. Future studies should adapt Sendjaya’s (2005) covenantal servant leadership scale 
for organizations.  
Additionally, this study did not assess congregants’ parasocial relationship or 
identification with the senior and founding pastor, J.D. Greear. This limits this study’s ability to 
suggest Summit Church is successful in developing one-sided para-social clergy-congregant 
relationships because congregants’ actual perception of the relationship is not available. Future 
research should incorporate measures to assess congregants’ perceptions of para-social 
relationships with the organizational leader into their examinations of the networked engagement 
model and public engagement.  
Furthermore, regarding the tithing measure for tier three engagement, just because a 




tithing, which would reveal an even higher level of engagement. In other words, there are various 
degrees of engagement regarding donating and tithing specifically. A stakeholder can give all 
they have to an organization (sacrificial tithing), or only 5% of their income, thus remain 
relatively unaffected by their giving. This limitation presents an opportunity for future scholars 
to examine degrees of engagement around donating and tithing specifically in regard to 
sacrificial giving compared to giving 5% to 10% of one’s income. Furthermore, scholars should 
continue to analyze multiple tiers of engagement, as opposed to one, in future examinations on 
employee engagement, volunteer engagement, public engagement, and more within non-profit 
organizations, activist groups, for-profit organizations, and government organizations. The 
current study operationalized each tier of engagement according to the context of the study 
following Johnston and Taylor’s (2018) definitions. However, additional research including 
multiple tiers of engagement within one study will refine how scholars measure, examine, and 
conceptualize “tiers” of engagement. 
Next, the sample size for the survey is far from ideal. Despite multiple efforts to garner 
additional completed surveys, the researcher only surveyed around two percent of the average 
weekly congregation that physically attended Summit Church from October 2019 to January 
2020 (n = 8,465). This is a considerable limitation and reveals the difficulty of surveying 
members within a congregation. Furthermore, the researcher recognizes that it is likely that 
highly engaged congregants completed the survey. While the researcher exhausted all available 
resources to disseminate the survey to a wide variety of congregants at multiple sites, it is still 
likely that primarily highly engaged congregants completed this survey. Future research should 





Additionally, survey respondents represent a very specific demographic, namely the 
majority of respondents are college-educated white women. Scholars posit that women have 
denser networks, are more religious, and participate in church activities more often, therefore the 
homogeneous nature of the sample could skew the survey results regarding engagement, 
discussion networks, capital, and relationships (Merino, 2013; Putnam, 2000; Schafer, 2018). For 
instance, results in the current study suggest respondents have larger networks with more overlap 
between discussion networks when compared to previous research on Protestant communities 
(Merino, 2013; Schafer, 2018). This could be due to the specific demographic that completed the 
survey. To address this limitation, future research should include men and women of various 
ages, races, educational backgrounds, and socioeconomic incomes. 
The next limitation is in regard to the interviews utilized to answer RQ3-4. While the 
researcher interviewed more than one person at half of the organizations included within this 
study, the type of job the participant holds influenced the stories the researcher received. For 
instance, the researcher interviewed two digital strategists at Elevation Church, thus the stories 
focused on digital media, strategy, and communication. As a result, the researcher did not hear 
much about traditional devotional campaigns from organizations like Elevation Church. Future 
research should take this into consideration and interview at least two individuals per 
organization, one in a manager position, one in a technician position, with at least one participant 
that can speak to multiple types of public relations programs, not just digital.  
The next limitation centers on the relationship between devotional campaigns and 
covenantal relationships. The current study does not have evidence to suggest that Summit 
Church’s devotional campaigns lead to covenantal relationships that congregants experience with 




directional relationship exists, this study cannot make those claims (Tilson, 2011b). Future 
research should interview or survey congregants to determine the impact of devotional 
campaigns on their covenantal relationships with an object of devotion, organization, and other 
stakeholders within the same public. 
The next limitation speaks to the megachurch and the congregants within this 
megachurch. Despite the efforts to diversify the congregation, Summit Church is a primarily 
white megachurch, and this study’s data reflects that. Primarily white churches, congregations, 
organizations, and individuals should not be viewed or defined as the “norm” or standard within 
public relations research. In fact, scholars argue white evangelical Christians have a history of 
propping up systems of white supremacy (Baker, Perry, & Whitehead, 2020; Stewart, 2020; 
Whitehead & Perry, 2020). Thus, an important limitation within this study is the lack of ethnic 
diversity, especially in the survey sample. To address this limitation, future research could 
examine the networked engagement model and congregant engagement with more ethnically 
diverse megachurches, multi-cultural churches, organizations, and publics. Understanding the 
role of race in religion, particularly in the context of strategic communication, is a relatively 
unaddressed area in the literature (with the exception of Walton, 2011; Waymer, Cannon, & 
Curry, 2012; Waymer & Cripps, 2018). 
Lastly, the final limitation focuses on the relationship between “organizational 
communicators” and “the organization” within the networked devotional-promotional 
engagement model. This study did not measure or examine the extent to which organizational 
communicators can have a relationship with the organization specifically, and instead leaned on 
the information that organizational communicators are also stakeholders (i.e. congregants) within 




still present, albeit from a congregant point of view as opposed to employee point of view. Thus, 
this study combined the communicator and organization entities into one within the model. This 
is considered a limitation because a similar structure (employees as congregants/consumers) 
might not necessarily be present within other types of organizations. Future research should 
include a separate set of questions for employees only that assesses their relationship with the 
organization using an employee engagement scale.   
 The next and final chapter of this dissertation centers on the conclusion. The conclusion 
provides a summary of this study, including methods, findings, contributions, and next steps for 





CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 
 The purpose of this dissertation was to examine congregant engagement and did so in a 
number of ways. The work presented here considered the value of congregant engagement within 
religious organizations’ strategic communication efforts. This study also examined how religious 
organizations encourage congregant engagement, what sociological factors influence congregant 
engagement, and it even explored the potential outcomes of congregant engagement. In the 
process of examining congregant engagement, this study joined concepts and theories from 
public relations, sociology of religion, and the network perspective to propose a networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model. This study then explicated the model alongside 
relevant theories and concepts, and scrutinize concepts associated with engagement in terms of 
influencing factors and outcomes. Through a multi-method approach including semi-structured 
interviews, quantitative content analysis, survey, and ego network analysis, this study examined 
several aspects of congregant engagement in order to make theoretical and practical 
contributions. The conclusion chapter revisits the problem this study addressed, provides a 
summary of the research questions and methods used to answer them, and provides a synopsis of 
findings and contributions of this research. 
Summary of Problem Addressed 
 The driving force behind this dissertation are the negative consequences of low 
congregant engagement for both organizations and congregants. As Lim and Putnam (2010) 
stated, “‘sitting alone in the pew’ does not enhance one’s life satisfaction. Only when one forms 




satisfaction” (p. 920). Previous scholars’ assessments of the impact of low congregant 
engagement on the congregant, as well as the feelings of isolation and loneliness congregants 
experience when navigating a megachurch, propelled the driving question behind this 
dissertation, which is “in what ways does organizational and stakeholder engagement achieve 
mutually beneficial outcomes for organizations and stakeholders?”  
In order to answer this question, this study had to first organize, situate, and clarify 
multiple concepts and theories from the fields of religious communication and public relations, 
including the engagement paradigm, relationship management, the devotional-promotional 
communication model, devotional-promotional communication campaigns, covenantal 
relationships, and the covenantal approach to public relations. After refining key concepts and 
repositioning others (i.e. relationships are a form of engagement, devotional campaigns occur to 
help realize the devotional model), this study incorporated research from the sociology of 
religion to then propose the networked devotional-promotional engagement model.  
The networked engagement model is based off of Tilson and Venkateswaran’s (2006) 
proposed religious devotional communication model, which included relationships between an 
organizational communicator and object of devotion, between an organizational communicator 
and stakeholders, and between stakeholders and an object of devotion; however, this study 
refined the model in order to broaden its application and scope. This refinement process included 
adding intra-public relationships to the model, clarifying that covenantal relationships occur 
within the model, and the covenantal approach to public relationships is practiced when 
employing the model. Additional refinement occurred during the semi-structured interviews with 
megachurch communication employees. During the interview and data analysis process, a fifth 




communicator” from “the organization” and positions the networked engagement model as 
including a relationship between an organizational communicator and stakeholder, as well as 
between the organization and stakeholder. Lastly, the sixth relationship includes the Church–
community relationship. 
After refining and clarifying the networked devotion-promotional engagement model, as 
well as the concepts that are situated within the model, like covenantal relationships and 
devotional campaigns, it was necessary to turn attention toward the potential impact of intra-
congregational relationships, factors that influence engagement, and outcomes of engagement. 
The shift in focus was necessary in order to understand factors that are associated with certain 
tiers of engagement and actual benefits to congregants. Therefore, in phase two, this dissertation 
incorporated network theories and methods to pose questions that center on who intra-
congregational ties are and how important are they in a respondent’s life, how the structure and 
composition of relationships might impact the degree to which a congregant engages with a 
megachurch, and outcomes of congregant engagement. It is within this section that social, 
cultural, religious, and spiritual capital were introduced as potential outcomes of relational 
engagement specifically and congregant engagement broadly. Phase two concluded by bringing 
the networked engagement model back into the fold to understand the benefits of congregant 
engagement to both the congregant and the organization.   
Summary of Research Questions and Methods 
 This study utilized four methods to answer the nine research questions posed. The first 
method included semi-structured interviews with 28 megachurch communication employees at 
14 megachurches across the United States. Data from the interviews revealed megachurches aim 




relationships present within the model. Additionally, interview data revealed megachurches 
utilize devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage the formation of these 
relationships. Next, this study conducted a quantitative content analysis of 820 public relations 
materials from one megachurch, including their social media posts, email newsletters, and 
webpages on their website. Data suggest this megachurch utilized the strategy of devotional 
campaigns to encourage the formation of three public-centric relationships at the center of this 
research question. As a reminder, interview participants claim the God–congregant relationship 
is the most important relationship within the networked engagement model. However, when 
analyzing public relations materials from one megachurch, the megachurch included more sub-
indicators for the Church–congregant relationship, suggesting a disconnect between what 
megachurches claim they prioritize and what they actually promote most often. 
 Next, this dissertation conducted an online survey of 168 congregants within one 
megachurch located in North Carolina. Data suggest respondents perceive covenantal 
relationships between themselves and God, the Church, and with other congregants. The survey 
was also used to collect data for an ego network analysis, where 160 respondents identified 1,255 
alters who they talk to about important matters, religious matters, and who they consider to be 
friends with within their congregation. Data reveal intra-congregational ties are present in nearly 
a quarter of respondents’ core discussion networks and over a quarter of respondents’ religious 
discussion networks. Additionally, ego network data suggest network structure and composition 
are significantly associated with congregant engagement in both positive ways (i.e. degree, 
density, proportion of women in network, proportion of small group members in network) and in 
negative ways (i.e. proportion of alters with no affiliation to Summit Church). The last two 




positively associated with religious capital, the highest tiers of engagement are positively 
associated with spiritual capital and the God–congregant relationship, and lastly, all tiers of 
engagement are positively associated with the Church–congregant relationship. 
Summary of Contributions 
 In seeking to answer the overarching question of, “in what ways does organizational and 
stakeholder engagement achieve mutually beneficial outcomes for organizations and 
stakeholders,” this study contributed to public relations theory, provided practical implications 
for practitioners, and direction for future research. First, this research proposed and examined the 
networked engagement model, which is situated as a new model of relational engagement that 
public relations scholars can utilize to study issue-based or identity-based activities. Second, this 
study differentiated between public-centric and organization-centric relationships and 
demonstrated how publics can benefit from engaging with the organization through capital and a 
relationship with an object of devotion. And finally, this study revealed network structure and 
composition are associated with congregant engagement, therefore supporting previous research 
arguing for a network approach and perspective to public relations research (Saffer, 2016; Yang 
& Saffer, 2019; Yang & Taylor, 2015). 
 Additionally, this dissertation provided practical implications for practitioners. For 
instance, this research highlights the importance of intra-public relationships for the social health 
of stakeholders and organizations. Practitioners should plan and implement programs that create 
opportunities for intra-public relationships among each of their target publics. Examples of this 
include events centered on activities (e.g. Red Cross volunteers who like to ride bikes), 
demographic information (e.g. Chevron employees who are mothers), or life stages (e.g. students 




communication goals, the organization’s mission, and implementation of public relations 
programs. Public relations practitioners should consistently evaluate what they are disseminating 
to measure the message against their strategic communication goals. Lastly, this research 
provides clarification on why practitioners need to understand the environment of the people 
they are trying to communicate and develop a relationship with. This implication goes beyond 
research on what media stakeholders consume and the television shows they watch. Instead, 
public relations practitioners should conduct formal or informal research to understand the webs 
of relationships stakeholders are involved in. Then, practitioners should implement public 
relations programs that create opportunities for stakeholders’ alters to get introduced to the 
organization, issue, product, or service to increase the number of alters within that respondent’s 
network that is associated with the organization. As this research demonstrates, this will increase 
the respondent’s level of engagement with the organization. 
Finally, this research contributes to public relations scholarship by recommending 
directions for future research. First, future research should adopt and examine the networked 
devotional-promotional engagement model with different organizations, including other religious 
organizations, non-profit organizations, educational organizations, activist groups, and more. 
Scholars will fortify the networked engagement model as the model is studied and applied to a 
variety of contexts, issues, identities, organizations, and studied with multiple different publics. 
Second, future research should continue quantitatively content analyzing several organizational 
communication channels to examine the presence of sub-indicators for multiple target 
relationships. Comparing data across religions and organizations will strengthen our collective 
understanding on how religious organizations and institutions practice public relations, as well as 




study recommends scholars speak to limitations within this current study by interviewing 
congregants (or other stakeholders) to understand if devotional campaigns lead to covenantal 
relationships as well as understand if selective tie activation within a congregation is purposive 
or occurs at random. Lastly, future research should continue examining what impacts 
engagement, what the outcomes are of engagement, and situating singular variables as part of the 
larger concept of engagement. The process of discovery by addressing these areas of research 
and gaps in the literature will be rewarding to public relations scholarship, to the stakeholders, 






Open-Ended Semi-Structured Interview Guide 
 
1. Can you walk me through your work history? 
2. What are your job roles and responsibilities at the church? 
3. Can you walk me through the structure of your department? 
4. Are there any other departments that deal with public-facing communication or external 
communication efforts? If so- can you describe that internal structure?  
5. Can you describe the communication efforts your church is involved in? 




7. Can you walk me through that campaign, from creation to evaluation? 




d. Creation – evaluation 







Content analysis codebook 
Construct Item Response scale Source 
RQ2: What are the ways in which megachurches employ devotional-promotional communication campaigns to encourage engagement and covenantal 
relationships that are present within the networked devotional-promotional communication model, specifically between the following: (a) congregants and 
God/Jesus; (b) congregants and the church; (c) amongst congregants? 
A10 
 







Email newsletter (6) 
 
CONTENT ON FACEBOOK, TWITTER, + INSTAGRAM 





B20 Please select the media that is included in the post.  Photo (1) 
Video (2) 
Gif (3) 
URL preview (4) 




with Deity   
Please indicate if the words or physical representation of Jesus, God, the Bible, a book/verse 
within the Bible, prayer, or baptism are present anywhere within the photo, video, gif, URL 
preview, or caption. See the coding instructions for examples.  
 












Please indicate if the words or physical representation of J.D. Greear or another pastor or 
religious leader were present anywhere within the photo, video, gif, URL preview, or caption. 
 
Example: Greear featured within video, “J.D. Greear” within the caption, Greear featured within 







Does the post include information or directions on how to tithe or donate money to Summit 
Church? This can occur within a photo, video, gif, URL preview, or text. 
Yes (1) 




Does the post include information or directions on how to volunteer at or with Summit Church? 
Volunteering means working for Summit Church or one of its ministries, but not receiving pay 
Yes (1) 










or any reimbursement in return. This includes volunteering to be a missionary on behalf of 
Summit Church. 
 





Does the post include information, directions, or an invitation to attend weekend services at 
Summit Church (the actual church service)? 
 
Example: The post is livestreaming the service, it is a clip from the service, or post features a 









Does the post include anything (name, title, other information, invitation, directions, mention of, 
etc.) regarding a physical event that is occurring on Summit’s campus or around the North 
Carolina area that is hosted by Summit Church? See the coding instructions for examples. 
 
This does not include regular weekend church sermons and services, baptism ceremonies, or 
Easter services. 
 













Does the post include anything (name, title, information, invitation, directions, mention of, etc.) 
regarding a non-physical event? See the coding instructions for examples. 
 










If so – what is the specific event? Coder type event  
B120 
Call to action - 
physical 
Does the post include a call-to-action that indicates you should physically go to Summit 
Church’s campus anywhere in the post? 
  
To mark this as "yes," a verb needs to be present. Examples include visit, come, stop by, swing 




























*Reminder: if the site aggregates the comments as "1.1K", then list it as 1100. Do not include 
commas. If the video doesn't allow shares/RTs (like on Instagram), then leave the space blank. 
Video views 
B150 List all accounts and hashtags present within this post. If none are present, then insert "0". 
 
Example: @jdgreear, #summitrdu, @summitkids, #fastingday, etc. 
  
CONTENT ON WEBPAGE (EVENT WEBPAGE (D10-120) AND ANOTHER FOR NON EVENT WEBPAGE (C10-120)) 
C10 Please input the title of the webpage. 
 
The following questions will focus on the content within the webpage. Please exclude content 
that lives permanently on the header or footer of the webpage/website. 
Coder type title  
C20 
Relationship 
with Deity   
Please indicate if the words or physical representation of Jesus, God, the Bible, a book/verse 
within the Bible, prayer, or baptism are present anywhere within the photo, video, gif, URL 













Please indicate if the name or physical representation of J.D. Greear is present anywhere within 








Does the webpage include information or directions on how to tithe or donate money to Summit 
Church? This can occur within a photo, video, gif, or text. 
Yes (1) 




Does the webpage include information or directions on how to volunteer at or with Summit 
Church? Volunteering means working for Summit Church or one of its ministries, but not 
receiving pay or any reimbursement in return. This includes volunteering to be a missionary on 
behalf of Summit Church. 
 
This can occur within a photo, video, gif, or text. 
Yes (1) 






Does the webpage include information, directions, or an invitation to attend weekend services at 
Summit Church (the actual church service)? 
 
Example: The webpage features a video of the service, it is a clip from the service, or the 









Does the webpage include information or directions regarding a physical event that is occurring 
on Summit’s campus or around the North Carolina area that is hosted by Summit Church? 
Examples include ServeRDU, a concert, Women’s conference, summer camp, etc.  
 





















Does the webpage include information or directions regarding a non-physical event?  See the 










If so – what is the specific event? Coder type event  
C110 
Call to action - 
physical 
Does the webpage include a call-to-action that indicates you should physically go to Summit 
Church’s campus, including in a photo, video, gif, URL preview, or text?  
 
To mark this as "yes," a verb needs to be present. Examples include visit, come, stop by, swing 











CONTENT ON EMAIL NEWSLETTERS 
E10 Please input the subject line  Coder type subject line  
E20 
Relationship 
with Deity   
Please indicate if the words or physical representation of Jesus, God, the Bible, a book/verse 
within the Bible, prayer, or baptism are present anywhere within the photo, video, gif, URL 
preview, or caption. See the coding instructions for examples.  
 












Please indicate if the name or physical representation of J.D. Greear is present anywhere within 








Does the newsletter include an invitation, information or directions on how to tithe or donate 
money to Summit Church? This can occur within a photo, video, gif, URL preview, or text 
 
Yes (1) 




Does the newsletter include the words "volunteer" or "serve" anywhere within the newsletter? 
This can occur within a photo, video, gif, URL preview, or text. "Volunteering", "serving", 
"volunteered", and "served" count as "yes." 
Yes (1) 















Does the newsletter include anything (information, directions, invitation, recap, etc.) about 








Does the newsletter include anything (name, title, other information, invitation, directions, 
mention of, etc.) regarding a physical event that is occurring on Summit’s campus or around the 
North Carolina area that is hosted by Summit Church? See the coding instructions for examples. 
If so, please type the name of the event below.  
 
This does not include regular weekend church sermons and services, or special holiday sermons 













Does the newsletter include anything (name, title, information, invitation, directions, mention of, 
etc.) regarding a non-physical event? See the coding instructions for examples. If so, type the 









If so – what is the specific event? Coder type event  
E110 
Call to action - 
physical 
Does the newsletter include a call-to-action that indicates you should physically go to Summit 
Church’s campus anywhere in the newsletter? To mark this as "yes," a verb needs to be present. 






Does the newsletter include a URL anywhere within the newsletter (photo, caption, etc.) ? If so, 


















Date of consent version: August 6, 2019 
  
You are being invited to participate in a research study about public relations and 
religion. This study is being conducted by Jordan Morehouse, M.A., and Adam J. 
Saffer, Ph.D., from the School of Media and Journalism at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. This study is being conducted as part of a graduate student 
project. If you have questions about the survey, purpose of the study, or how your data 
will be used, please email Jordan at jmorehou@live.unc.edu. 
  
The purpose of this research is to understand the presence, structure, and strength of 
various relationships within a religious organization. You are invited to participate in 
this study if you are currently 18 years of age or older, and you are a congregant within 
Summit Church. 
  
While there are no direct benefits to you for participating, your participation will help 
the researcher and Summit Church better understand and improve congregant 
engagement. Our goal is purely educational, and the questionnaire will take about 20 
minutes to complete. 
  
As a thank you for completing this survey, you can enter for the chance to win one of 
20 $20 Amazon gift cards. To enter for the chance to win one of the $20 Amazon gift 
cards, follow the directions at the end of this survey. You will be redirected to a 
separate survey where you will input your email address, and that will count as your 
entry. 
  
During the survey, you will be asked to answer several questions about your personal 
religious journey, religious upbringing, and relationships with individuals within and 
outside Summit Church, including God, Jesus, and others. While some questions may 
seem repetitive, it’s important to answer each question in order to understand 
congregant engagement at Summit Church. 
  
This survey is anonymous. If there is a security breach, there are potential social risks 
to you, like loss of reputation or standing within the community, depending on your 
answers within this survey. To minimize this risk, please do not disclose any 











If you would like to be interviewed about the topics within this survey, there will be a 
URL (website link) at the end of the survey where you can input your name, email 
address, and phone number. Jordan will contact you at a later date to schedule the 
phone or in-person interview. 
  
Your participation in this study is voluntary. By selecting “>>” at the bottom of this 
page, you are voluntarily agreeing to participate. You are free to decline to answer any 
particular question you do not wish to answer for any reason. If you wish to 
discontinue this study, you may do so exiting the study at any time.  
 
B05 Thank you for agreeing to participate in the study. 
 
You will now be asked a series of questions. Please answer the questions to the best of 
your ability. This survey will take around 20 minutes to complete. It is important you 
give your full attention to these questions.  
 
To begin, please click “>>” to the bottom right. 
 
  







In this first section, we are interested in the people in your life with whom you talk to 
about certain matters when they come up. We ask you to list the people that come to 
mind after four questions. 
  
Please write their first names in the space below. Please do not enter last names. If two 
people have the same first name, use the first letter of each person's last name. 
  
Please list as many names as necessary. 
  
First, who are the people that you discuss important topics with or who you feel 
closest to? 
Name of person 1 (1) 
Name of person 2 (2) 
Name of person 3 (3) 
Name of person 4 (4) 
Name of person 5 (5) 
Name of person 6 (6) 
Name of person 7 (7) 
Name of person 8 (8) 
Name of person 9 (9) 
Name of person 10 (10) 
 
Schafer (2018) 









Now, we would like to know who you talk to about religious or spiritual matters 
when they come up. You may list people you listed in the previous question. 
 
Name of person 1 (1) 
Name of person 2 (2) 
Name of person 3 (3) 
Name of person 4 (4) 
Name of person 5 (5) 
Name of person 6 (6) 
Name of person 7 (7) 
Name of person 8 (8) 
Name of person 9 (9) 






















Next, we would like to know who are the people in your life who turn to you 
to talk about religious or spiritual matters when they come up. You may list 
people you listed in the previous question.  
 
Name of person 1 (1) 
Name of person 2 (2) 
Name of person 3 (3) 
Name of person 4 (4) 
Name of person 5 (5) 
Name of person 6 (6) 
Name of person 7 (7) 
Name of person 8 (8) 
Name of person 9 (9) 
Name of person 10 (10) 
 








Next, we'd like to know who are the people you feel close to from Summit 
Church. Again you may list people you have already listed in the previous 
question.  
  
After listing the individuals you feel close to from within Summit Church, please 
select ">>" at the bottom right hand corner of your screen to proceed with the rest of 
the survey. 
 
Name of person 1 (1) 
Name of person 2 (2) 
Name of person 3 (3) 
Name of person 4 (4) 
Name of person 5 (5) 
Name of person 6 (6) 
Name of person 7 (7) 
Name of person 8 (8) 
Name of person 9 (9) 
Name of person 10 (10) 
Merino (2013) 
Schafer (2018) 
Schafer & Upenieks 
(2017) 
B45 
No names listed 
It appears that you did not enter any names on the previous questions. If you 
cannot think of anyone who you talk to about religion OR who talks to you about 
religion, please indicate that below. 
 
I cannot think of anyone 
who I talk to about 
religion OR anyone who 








This next question has two parts. 
  
First: Below are all the people you listed in the previous questions. Please click and 
drag the names listed on the left into the "My Contacts" box. The purpose of this is to 
make sure there are no duplicate names in the "My Contacts" box, in case you listed 
that you talk to religion and important matters with the same person, for example.  
 
Second: After dragging names into "My Contacts" box, please rank each person by 
how close you are with them. Please rank the closet person as "1", the second closest 
as "2", third closest as "3", and so on. To do this, please drag names up and down 
within the "My Contacts" box. 
 











Discuss important matters with:  [Pipe list of names from B10 here.]  
Discuss religious matters with:  [Pipe list of names from B20 and B30 here.] 
Friends at Summit Church:  [Pipe list of names from B40 here.] 
B55 
Checking names 
Here is who you listed in the previous questions: 
${q://QID260/ChoiceGroup/SelectedChoices}  
  
Are any of the above names listed twice?    
  
If so, please click the back button and remove one of the duplicate names out of the 
"My Contacts" list.   
  




Next, we are going to ask you questions about the people you listed in the exercise 
earlier. If you listed more than 10 individuals, the questions will only focus on the 
top ten individuals you listed. The questions will focus on the people, your 
relationship with them, contact with them, and more. Please take the time to 















Please identify the nature of your relationship with the people you listed. Select all that 
apply. 
 
Note: If you are taking this survey from a mobile device, like an iPad or cell phone, 
please turn your device sideways (horizontal or landscape orientation) for the 
remainder of the survey so that the presentation of the questions is consistent and so 
you can avoid having to select drop-down arrows. 
 
[Pipe and display names from B50] 
 
[Name of Person 1] is a... (1) 
[Name of Person 2] is a... (2) 
[Name of Person 3] is a... (3) 
[Name of Person 4] is a... (4) 
[Name of Person 5] is a... (5) 
[Name of person 6] is a … (6) 
[Name of person 7] is a … (7) 
[Name of person 8] is a … (8) 
[Name of person 9] is a … (9) 










Ramanadhan et al. 
(2016) 
** allowed for 
multiple selections 
in order to capture 
the multiplexity of 















Please identify the age of each person you listed in the previous questions. If you do 
not know their exact age, please give the best estimate. Please enter a numeric value. 
 
[Carry forward displayed statements in B50, and for all remaining B Qs.]  
 
[Name of Person 1 through 10]  
 
[Insert a drop down 












Please identify the gender of the people you listed. 
 
[Name of persons from carry forward displayed statements in B50.]  
 
[Insert a dropdown menu 














Please identify the race of the people you listed. Check all the races that appl. 
 
[Name of persons from carry forward displayed statements in B50.]  
 
[Side by Side Question]  
[Column 1: Race]  
White/Caucasian (1) 
African American (2) 
Asian (3) 
Native American (4) 
Pacific Islander (5) 








Now we would like for you to assess the closeness of your relationship with each 
person listed on a scale from 0 (not a close relationship at all) to 10 (a strong close 
relationship). Please indicate how close you are to each person listed.  
 
[Name of persons from carry forward displayed statements in B50.]  
[Insert the following 
scale for each name 
listed here.] 
0 Not close 
… 










Please answer the following questions for the people you listed. 
 
(Displayed for each alter listed) 
 
1. [Alter name] accepts me for who you are, not as he or she wants you to be. 
2. [Alter name] treats people as equal partners. 
3. [Alter name] is willing to spend time to build a relationship with you. 
4. [Alter name] involves others in planning the actions that need to be taken. 





















During a normal week, how often do you talk with each person? 
 
[Name of persons from carry forward displayed statements in B50.]  
 
[Insert the following 
scale for each name 
listed.] 
 




Very often (5)  








Please indicate the who shares your religious faith. If you do not know, please select 
“Unsure.” 
 
[Name of persons from carry forward displayed statements in B50.]  
Shares my faith (1) 




Schafer & Upenieks 







Please indicate the educational history for each person listed. If you do not know their 
educational history, please select “Unsure.” 
 
[Name of persons from carry forward displayed statements in B50.]  
Less than high school 
degree (1) 
High school graduate (or 
GED) (2) 
Some college or 
technical school (3) 
Associate’s degree (4) 
Bachelor’s degree (5) 











 Please indicate which of the people listed are involved in your congregation at 
Summit Church. In other words- who regularly attends Summit Church, are they 
in your small group currently or in the past 12 months, and do they currently 
serve in a leadership role within Summit Church, or have they in the past 12 
months? 
  
If someone has only visited Summit Church a few times or less, please do not select 
"Summit Church congregant." We are interested in identifying who attends on a 
regular, or semi-regular, basis. If someone is a member within another small group, 
please do not select "Small group member." We are interested in identifying who is 
involved in your small group. Lastly, the leadership role can be a pastoral, small 
group leader, or another leadership role. 
Summit Church 
congregant (1) 
Member of your small 
group (2) 
Leadership role within 
Summit Church (3) 
None of these (4) 
Merino (2013) 











If someone is not involved at Summit Church in these ways, then leave the square 
unchecked. 
 
[Name of persons from carry forward displayed statements in B50.] 
B200 






Please indicate who out of the following are currently married and if they are 
parents. To answer this question, each person should have at least two boxes 
checked. 
 
[Name of persons from carry forward displayed statements in B50.] 
Married (1) 
Not married (2) 
Parents (3) 
No children (4) 






Please indicate which of the people listed helped you make an important decision in 
the past three years. 
 
Please indicate which of the people listed volunteered their time or money to help 
you in the past three years. 
 








The next few questions will focus on if the people you listed know one another. 
After that, the survey will focus on your personal relationship with God, Summit 








To the best of your knowledge, please select whether ${lm://Field/1} knows the 
persons listed to the left. 
 
[Note: here a set of piped text has been placed in the question in Qualtrics. Name of 
persons from carry forward displayed statements in B50.]  
 
[Asked for each alter listed.] 
[Insert matrix table for 
each name listed]  
 
[Name of persons from 
carry forward displayed 
statements in B50.] 
Borgatti, Everett, & 
Johnson, 2013; Carrington 




Thank you for taking the time to thoroughly answer the previous questions. 
The next section of this survey focuses on you. We will ask questions about you, 
your relationship with God, Jesus, Summit Church, Summit pastors, and more. 







Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale 
from 1 to 7, with 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly agree. 
 
1. My faith involves all of my life. 




Hoge, 1972 (10 scales), 
3,5,6,11,12,13,14,21,23,24 
^^ones above are the 











2. One should seek God’s guidance when making every important decision. 
3. In my life, I experience the presence of God. 
4. My faith sometimes restricts my actions. 
5. Nothing is as important to me as serving God as best I know how. 
6. I try hard to carry my religion over into all my other dealings in life. 
7. My religious beliefs are what really lie behind my whole approach to life. 
8. It doesn’t matter so much what I believe as long as I lead a moral life. 
9. Although I am a religious person, I refuse to let religious considerations 
influence my everyday affairs. 
10. Although I believe in my religion, I feel there are many more important 
things in life. 
11. My faith is not at all important in my life. 
5  
6  









validity and reliability out 
of 30 that Hoge proposed. 
 
Koenig & Büssing (2010)  
#3, #6, #7  
 
 
**Egbert, Mickley & 
Coeling 2004 is a great 







*Also used to 
measure tier 2 
engagement 
(attendance) 
1. How often do you attend church or other worship services at Summit 
Church, excluding visiting for weddings or funerals? 
2. Are you currently a member of Summit Church?  
a. Yes (1) 
b. No (0) 
3. When did you become a member at Summit Church? 
a. Drop down menu with years. 
Rarely or never (1) 
A few times per year 
(2) 
Once a month (3) 
2-3 times a month (4) 
Once a week (5) 
Twice a week (6) 
Three or more times 
per week (7) 
Park & Smith (2000) 
Koenig & Büssing (2010)  
(2010) 











1. How often do you spend time in private religious activities, such as prayer, 
meditation, or Bible study? 
Rarely or never (1) 
A few times per year 
(2) 
A few times per month 
(3) 
Once per week (4) 
Two or more times per 
week (5) 
Daily (6) 
More than once a day 
(7) 
Park & Smith (2000) 
Caputo (2009) 









Mainline Protestant (3) 
Liberal Protestant (4) 
Other Protestant (5) 
Charismatic (6) 


















Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale 
from 1 to 7, with 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly agree. 
 
1. I was raised in a religious household. 
2. Faith is extremely important to my family now. 






7 = Strongly agree 




1. I attended a Christian school (elementary, middle, high school) 
2. I attended a Christian college. 
Yes (1) 
No (0) 









Mainline Protestant (3) 
Liberal Protestant (4) 
Other Protestant (5) 
Charismatic (6) 









1. Have you purchased books, CDs, movie tickets, concert tickets, mobile 
device applications, or DVDs that are about your specific religion, 











The next set of questions will focus on spirituality. For the purpose of this 
research, spirituality is defined as an individualistic personal theology that is 
different and separate from organized religion. 
  
1. In terms of the questions I have about life, my spirituality answers… 
      0 = “no questions” … 10 = “absolutely all my questions” 
2. Growing spirituality is… 
     0 = “of no importance to me” … 10 = “more important than anything else in my life” 









3. When I am faced with an important decision, my spirituality… 
     0 = “plays absolutely no role” … 10 = “is always the overriding consideration” 
4. Spirituality is… 
     0 = “not part of my life” … 10 = “the master motive of my life” 
5. When I think of the things that help me grow and mature as a person, my 
spirituality… 
     0 = “has no effect on my personal growth” … 10 = “is absolutely the most important 
factor in my personal growth” 
6. My spiritual beliefs affect… 




Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale from 1 
to 7, with 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly agree. 
 
1. My family of origin is spiritual, not religious.  
 















1. I virtually or physically attend seminars, classes, or workshops to increase my 
spirituality and knowledge of spiritual beings. 
Rarely or never (1) 
A few times per year (2) 
Once a month (3) 
2-3 times a month (4) 
Once a week (5) 
Twice a week (6) 








1-7 measures from 





1. Have you purchased books, CDs, movie tickets, concert tickets, mobile device 
applications, or DVDs that are spiritual in nature (different from your beliefs) 









RELATIONSHIP WITH CHURCH/CLERGY 
E09 
Transition 
Thank you for answering the previous questions about religious practices, attendance, 
and spirituality. The next several questions will focus on your opinions about Summit 




Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale from 1 
to 7, with 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly agree. 
 
1. I believe Summit Church treats people like me fairly and justly. 





Hon & Grunig 
(1999) 










2. Whenever Summit Church makes an important decision, I know it will be 
concerned about people like me.  
3. Summit Church can be relied on to keep its promises. 
4. I am willing to let Summit Church make decisions for congregants like me. 
5. I feel very confident about Summit Church’s capabilities.  
6. Summit Church has the ability to accomplish what it says it will do. 
6  
7 = Strongly agree 
E110-140 
Control mutuality 
Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale from 1 
to 7, with 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly agree. 
 
1. Summit Church and congregants like me are attentive to what each other say. 
2. Summit Church believes the opinions of congregants like me are legitimate. 
3. In dealing with congregants like me, Summit Church has a tendency to throw 
their weight around. 
4. Summit Church really listens to what congregants like me have to say. 






7 = Strongly agree 
Hon & Grunig 
(1999) 




Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale from 1 
to 7, with 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly agree. 
 
5. I do not feel like “part of the family” at Summit Church 
6. Summit Church has a great deal of personal meaning for me. 
7. There is a long lasting bond between Summit Church and congregants like me. 






7 = Strongly agree 
Hon & Grunig 
(1999) 




Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale from 1 
to 7, with 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly agree. 
 
1. I am happy with Summit Church. 
2. Both Summit Church and people like me benefit from the relationship. 
3. Most congregants like me are happy in their interactions with Summit Church. 
4. Generally speaking, I am pleased with the relationship Summit Church has 
established with people like me.  






7 = Strongly agree 
Hon & Grunig 
(1999) 
Men & Tsai 
(2013a) 




Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale from 1 
to 7, with 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly agree. 
 
Avoidance dimension 
1. God seems impersonal to me. 
2. God seems to have little or no interest in my personal problems. 
3. God seems to have little or no interest in my personal affairs. 
Attachment (secure) dimension 
4. I have a warm relationship with God.  
5. God knows when I need support.  
1 = Not at all 


















6. I feel that God is generally responsive to me. 
Anxiety dimension 
7. God sometimes seems responsive to my needs, but sometimes not. 
8. God’s reactions to me seem to be inconsistent. 
9. God sometimes seems very warm and other times very cold to me. 
TIER ONE ENGAGEMENT: CONSUMING AND CONTRIBUTING CONTENT 
G10 Do you “follow” or “like” Summit Church on the following social networking sites?  Facebook (1) 
Twitter (2) 
Instagram (3) 










Please indicate your participation on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 being never and 7 being 
very frequently.  
 
Consuming 
How often do you do the following on Summit Church’s social media sites? 
1. View videos on Summit’s [Facebook, Twitter, Instagram] page. 
2. View pictures on Summit’s [Facebook, Twitter, Instagram] page. 
3.  “Like” a post from the [Facebook, Twitter, Instagram] page. 
4. Read posts. 
5. Read other fan or user comments. 
6. Read reviews. 
 
Contributing 
How often do you do the following on Summit Church’s [Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram] page? 
1. Engage in conversations by replying or asking questions. 
2. Share the posts onto your own [Facebook, Twitter, Instagram] page. 
3. Answer questions on the [Facebook, Twitter, Instagram] page (questions asked 
by Summit Church or by other fans/followers). 
4. Recommend the page to other [Facebook, Twitter, Instagram] contacts. 
5. Upload related pictures, videos, or audio to the [Facebook, Twitter, Instagram] 
page. 




5 = Very frequently 
 
Men & Tsai 2013b 
 







also measured by 
Please answer the following question to the best of your abilities:  
 
In the past three years, not including attending worship services, how often have you 
participated in [formal or informal] activities, groups, or organizations within Summit 
Church? Such as social gatherings, choir, small groups or prayer meetings, outreach or 
social service groups, etc.? 
Rarely or never (1) 
A few times per year (2) 
A few times per month 
(3) 
Once per week (4) 




















What is your gender? Female (1) 
Male (2) 
Other (3) 







(which appear in 
other places of 
this survey) 
Daily (6) 




Please answer the following question to the best of your abilities. 
1. The congregation at Summit Church feels like family to me. 
2. The congregation at Summit Church meets my spiritual needs. 
3. I feel like an outsider at Summit Church.  













Have you served a leadership role within Summit Church, like organizing groups or 





TIER THREE ENGAGEMENT: TITHING AND VOLUNTEERING 
J10-50 
Tier three (except 
for J40…) 
1. Have you donated money to Summit Church in the past 12 months? 
2. Do you plan on donating money to Summit Church in the next 12 months? 
3. From the time you began attending Summit Church until now, have you led 
someone to Christ? 
4. In the past twelve months, have you done any paid work with Summit Church or 
at Summit Church (that is, work for Summit Church or one of its direct affiliates)? 
5. In the past twelve months, have you done any volunteer work with Summit 














What is your race? (Check all that apply) White/Caucasian (1) 
African American (2) 
Asian (3) 
Native American (4) 
Pacific Islander (5) 
Hispanic, Latino, or 





Please indicate the highest level of education completed. Less than high school 
degree (1) 
High school graduate (or 
GED) (2) 
Some college or technical 
school (3) 
Associate’s degree (4) 
Bachelor’s degree (5) 

















*Depends on the 
sites they select for 
tier one engagement 
question. 
Please indicate how often you use Facebook, on average. 
 
Please indicate how often you use Twitter, on average. 
 
Please indicate how often you use Instagram, on average. 
Rarely or never (1) 
A few times per year (2) 
A few times per month 
(3) 
Once per week (4) 
Two or more times per 
week (5) 
Daily (6) 













1. Please select you total combined household income. $0-$19,999 (1) 
$20,000 - $49,999 (2) 
$50,000 - $69,999 (3) 
$70,000 - $99,999 (4) 
$100,000 - $119,999 (5) 
$120,000 - $149,999 (6) 
$150,000 - $169,999 (7) 
$170,000 - $199,999 (8) 
$200,000+ (9) 






1. Are you married? 
2. Do you have children? 





Faith Importance 1 
Please rate the level of importance with the following statement on a scale from 1 
to 7, with 1 being not important at all and 7 being extremely important. 
 
1. How important is your faith to you? 







Extremely important (7) 
Park & Smith 
(2010)… but 
they had a 4-
point scale, so I 




Where did you find or access this survey? Facebook (1) 
Twitter (2) 






The survey is now complete. Thank you for participating in the study. If you would 
like to contact the researchers, please send an email to jmorehou@live.unc.edu or 











Table 6.  
Respondent Demographics from Survey 
Demographic Information  N % 
Gender Male 34 22.52 
 Female 116 76.82 
 Undisclosed 1 0.66 
Education Less than a high school degree 0 0.00 
 High school graduate or GED 3 1.99 
 Some college or technical school 29 12.58 
 Associate’s degree 11 7.28 
 Bachelor’s degree 66 43.71 
 Graduate or professional degree 52 34.44 
Race White/Caucasian 139 92.05 
 African American 4 2.65 
 Asian 4 2.65 
 Native American 0 0.00 
 Pacific Islander 0 0.00 
 Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 1 0.66 
 Other: Combination 3 1.99 
Age 18-24 19 12.58 
 25-34 54 35.76 
 34-44 33 21.85 
 45-54 12 7.95 
 55-64 18 11.92 
 65+ 15 9.93 
Income $0 - $19,999 7 4.64 
 $20,000 - $49,999 25 16.56 
 $50,000 - $69,999 17 11.26 
 $70,000 - $99,999 33 21.85 
 $100,000 - $119,999 16 10.60 
 $120,000 - $149,999 17 11.26 
 $150,000 - $199,999 13 8.61 
 $200,000+ 12 7.95 
Family Status Married 101 66.89 
 Single 50 33.11 
 Children 93 61.59 
 No children 58 38.41 
Summit Church involvement Member at Summit Church 126 83.44 
 Member of a small group 109 72.19 
 Leadership role within Summit 65 42.38 
 Paid employee of Summit 16 10.60 
Years being a member at Summit Church 1 year or less 14 11.11 
 2-4 years 42 33.33 
 5-7 years 35 27.78 
 8-10 years 19 15.08 
 10 years or more 16 12.70 
Summit Church campus respondent attends Alamance County 5 3.31 
 Apex 26 17.22 





 Brier Creek 50 33.11 
 Chapel Hill 17 11.26 
 Downtown Durham 2 1.32 
 Garner 3 1.99 
 North Durham 9 5.96 
 North Raleigh 25 16.56 
 Summit en Español 0 0.00 
 Online 2 1.32 
Religious affiliation Baptist 111 73.51 
 Non-denominational 32 21.19 
Survey access Facebook 100 66.23 
 Twitter 6 3.97 
 Summit Church bulletin 30 19.87 
 Other 15 5.96 
Note: “Years being a member at Summit Church” was calculated based on the number of respondents 
who indicated they are a member (n=126), as opposed to the total number of respondents who completed 








Chi-square tests of independence were conducted to assess the relationship among sub-
indicators before forming the composite indicators, and composite indicators were grouped 
regardless of whether indicators were independent of or associated with one another 
(Chakrabartty, 2017). This decision was made because, for example, while “J.D. Greear” and 
Summit Church’s website may be statistically significantly associated (thus indicating a 
composite indicator measure joining these two is not necessary), these two sub-indicators are 
fundamentally different. Thus, it is necessary to form each of the three composite indicators, or 
categories, to understand how the sub-indicators contribute to broader themes surrounding 
devotional campaigns and public-centric relationships. 
A chi-square test of independence revealed that the sub-indicators that form the 
composite indicator for the God–congregant target relationship are independent of one another 
(χ2 = 25.33, df = 20, p > .05). In other words, there is no statistical evidence suggesting an 
association among the five sub-indicators that form this composite indicator. Associations 
between sub-indicators is not necessary for composite indicators, although it is important to test 
for it. Chakrabartty (2017) explains that confirmation of the null hypothesis could support the 
creation of a composite indicator, since each sub-indicator is statistically different from others 
that form the composite indicator. A visualization of Pearson residuals provides an opportunity 
to dive deeper into the results and understand the associations among sub-indicators that 
comprise of this composite indicator (Figure 10). Such residuals are useful in interpreting chi-
square tests because they have “a higher degree of interpretability as it measures the standardized 
distance between an observed and expected response directly” (Wu & Li, 2016, p. 17). The 
visualization of the residuals suggest positive and negative associations which impact the chi-
square score, thus contributing to retain the null hypothesis in this case.  
For instance, the large dark blue dots in Figure 10 reveal positive residuals, thus strong 
associations, between inclusion of Jesus in materials on two platforms: event webpages and 
email newsletters. Despite multiple positive associations that exist, it is the negative associations 
(red shaded dots) which contribute to the null hypothesis because they demonstrate a repulsion of 
the two indicators. For instance, God and event webpages negatively impact the chi-square score, 
which contributes to the overall null hypothesis of this composite indicator. 
Overall, the cells that contribute the most positive associations to the chi-square score for 
the God–congregant target relationship are Jesus-email newsletters (14.15%), God-Instagram 
(3.26%), and baptism-event webpages (5.71%). This closer look at Pearson residuals reveals that 
these indicators (i.e. Jesus-email newsletters, God-Instagram) positively contribute 45.10% to the 
overall chi-square score, thus accounting for most of the difference between expected and 
observed values. Furthermore, despite a chi-square test that indicated independence among sub-
indicators within this composite indicator, results suggest there is no single outlier. In other 
words, each sub-indicator positively and negatively contributes to the chi-square score, one does 
not stand out as an outlier that should be removed (Chakrabartty, 2017). See Table 10 for a 























Figure 10.  






























Notes. Blue shaded dots indicate a positive Pearson residual, or a positive association between the sub-indicator and 
platform. Red shaded dots indicate a negative Pearson residual, or repulsion between the sub-indicator and platform. 
The size of the dot reveals the relationship contribution to the chi-square analysis. In other words, larger dots have a 
proportionally larger contribution than smaller spheres. To clarify, Pearson residuals are useful in interpreting chi-
square tests because they have “a higher degree of interpretability as it measures the standardized distance between 
an observed and expected response directly” (Wu & Li, 2016, p. 17). These data suggest positive or negative 







Table 10.  
Summary of Pearson Residuals for Target Relationships, Sub-Indicators, and Platforms 
 







Target Relationship % % % % % % 
God–congregant       
   God 2.52 0.00 3.26 0.31 15.40 2.83 
   Jesus 1.33 0.92 2.31 14.15 5.77 0.30 
   Bible or Gospel 0.78 10.56 1.52 0.49 3.88 3.80 
   Prayer 1.54 6.01 4.91 2.91 1.08 0.05 
   Baptism 3.67 0.66 1.60 1.59 5.71 1.60 
Church–congregant       
   J.D. Greear 0.63 0.00 0.99 0.40 2.63 1.85 
   Website URL 0.00 1.30 0.04 0.72 4.11 1.56 
   Weekend services info 0.43 0.19 0.96 1.47 1.65 2.77 
   Call-to-action to visit 1.00 0.36 0.53 0.01 28.44 2.77 
   Tithing/donating 0.30 2.66 0.96 0.54 0.65 28.98 
   Serving/volunteering 0.32 1.07 0.96 1.47 2.75 4.40 
Intra-congregational       
   Physical events 0.20 0.92 1.59 0.09 0.03 13.91 
   Small groups 0.99 4.58 7.93 0.49 0.18 69.36 
Note: The Pearson residual informs us of the cells specific impact to the Pearson statistic. In other words, Pearson 
residuals tell us the degree to which certain relationships contribute to the overall fit. For instance, the God-
Facebook relationship contributes 2.52% to the Pearson statistic. Pearson residuals are calculated by dividing the 
raw residual by the square root of the variance function. 
 
 
A chi-square test of independence was utilized to assess the relationship among the sub-
indicators that form the second composite indicator. Results suggest a statistically significant 
association between the six sub-indicators that form the second composite indicator (χ2 = 238.03, 
df = 25, p < .00). While Chakrabartty (2017) posits that significance might reveal there is no 
need to construct a composite indicator because the composite indicator is not multidimensional, 
this study argues that significance reveals variables are indeed measuring similar phenomenon in 
a different way (Saisana, Tarantola, & Saltelli, 2005). An examination into Pearson residuals 
reveals two relationships contribute to the majority of the chi-square score. Specifically, tithing–
non-event webpages and call-to-action–event webpages contribute to 57.42% of the chi-square 
score for the composite indicator (Table 10). 
A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the association between the 
two sub-indicators that form the last target relationship. Results suggest an association between 
the two categorical sub-indicators that comprise the intra-congregational target relationship (χ2 = 
52.92, df = 5, p < .00). Thus, we can determine the two sub-indicators are measuring the similar 
phenomenon (Saisana et al., 2005). Uniquely, the relationship between the small group sub-
indicator and non-event webpages positively contributes 69.36% to the chi-square score, while 
the relationship between physical events and non-event webpages counteracts the chi-square 
score for this composite indicator by 13.91% (Table 10). Thus, while certain relationships 
positively contribute to the majority of the chi-square value, enough variance exists to form a 
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